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Abstract 

 

It is well documented that Japanese students of English as a foreign language (EFL) 

often struggle to find meaning in their learning. In a field dominated by 

quantitative studies on motivation and demotivation, few studies have examined 

how strategies that connect learning to self-concept might have positive effects on 

motivation from students’ perspectives. Similarly, whilst many recent studies have 

explored the L2 Motivational Self System, a notion of language learner motivation 

built around the interaction between learners’ self-concepts and the environment 

(Dörnyei, 2009a), few have focused on the application of this model to improving 

educators’ understanding of the classroom learning experience and improving its 

quality. 

This research approaches the study of classroom EFL learner motivation 

from a complex systems perspective. Working from the lived experience of the 

participants, it uses action research methods to explore the dynamic conditions 

operating in the foreign language classroom. Complex systems theory is used as a 

lens through which to examine the interplay between learner-internal and 

-external elements and their effects on motivation. Drawing on contemporary 

psychological research into the use of possible selves as a powerful motivational 

tool, this study investigates the ways classroom environments involving activities 

that connect learning to future self might encourage students to articulate the 

complex conditions affecting their motivation to learn English.  

The research was conducted in Japan over one year with one class of 40 

students aged 15-16 years at a kosen, a 5-year college of technology. 

Change-actions were introduced in weekly homeroom periods and one of the 

weekly English lessons for these students. The researcher was the teacher 

responsible for these homeroom periods and English lessons. During the course of 

the study, five cycles of action research were initiated. To gain insights into the 

initial motivations, self-concepts, and experiences of students in the class group, 

two introspective free-writing activities were introduced. The initial analysis 

revealed not only many negative experiences of past classroom English learning, 

but also that students often held quite detailed images of a future self using English. 

These data were then used to introduce change-action from the second action 

research cycle onwards. Rich qualitative data in the form of learning journals and 
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activity worksheets were elicited from students about their experience of 

classroom environments in regular English lessons and homeroom periods in 

which possible-self activities were introduced. To further add context to these 

reflective journals, the researcher also kept a reflective journal, allowing data to be 

collected from all members in the direct classroom system. 

The change-action cycles highlighted one key limitation of action research, 

which was a lack of the kind of deep analysis in which I was interested. This 

limitation necessitated a re-analysis of data, resulting in the generation of a 

substantive conceptualisation of motivation in the class group as a complex system. 

Data analysis revealed three key findings: Firstly, the classroom system was very 

open and dynamic, absorbing energy from outside the direct environment as 

elements that the participants “brought with them” affected motivation in the 

classroom space. Secondly, from the voluminous data sets that were generated, it 

was possible to discern nested aspects of the environment and self that influenced 

motivation positively (attractors) or negatively (repellers). These dimensions of 

environment and self affected each other (co-adapted) through processes of 

self-reflection and social comparison. Finally, whole-class motivation was 

co-formed by members of the class group as particular points in time became 

turning points in the motivational trajectory of the whole classroom system. 

Through co-formation, the class system self-organised to become more functionally 

capable of communicative learning and led to novel emergence in the form of 

recognition of the quality of student work and a sense of enjoyment shared by 

participants in the final lesson of the year. 

This study is significant in three main ways: First, as a classroom-based 

action research study, it explored the L2 Motivational Self System model by direct 

means through hands-on classroom practice. Second, as a study of motivation, it 

produced rich, longitudinal, qualitative data showing how deliberate intervention 

can change classroom language learning motivation over time through the 

interaction of learner-internal and external factors. Lastly, from a theoretical 

perspective, this study contributes to knowledge about how complex systems 

theory can be used as a lens to examine classrooms as dynamic systems. Numerous 

studies have approached student motivation from a primarily quantitative 

perspective. This research bucks this trend by taking a qualitative, longitudinal, 

culturally-situated approach using complex systems theory. 
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Glossary 

 

Motivation 

Relating to the direction and magnitude of human behaviour, that is: why people 

choose to do something, how long they choose to do some activity, and how hard 

they try to pursue the activity (Dörnyei & Ushioda, 2011). It is “a cumulative 

arousal, or want, that we are aware of” (Dörnyei, 2009b, p. 209). 

 

Demotivation 

Particular forces that contribute to a reduction of motivation towards an action, 

either ongoing or planned (Dörnyei & Ushioda, 2011). 

 

English as a Foreign Language (EFL) 

The study of English in a context in which English is not the first language of the 

environment. Consequently, Japanese learners of English studying in Japan are 

classified as EFL learners. 

 

Possible self 

An individual’s conceptions of future selves, including those that are ideal, hoped 

for, ought to be, or are feared. Possible selves are proposed to link self-conception 

and motivation by giving concrete form, imagery, and direction to individuals’ 

aspirations and fears (Markus & Nurius, 1986). 
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Complex systems theory 

A theory dealing with the study of systems that are complex – systems “in which 

large networks of components with no central control and simple rules of 

operation give rise to complex collective behaviour, sophisticated information 

processing, and adaptation via learning or evolution” (Mitchell, 2009, p. 13). 

 

 

  



  Classroom Application of the L2 Motivational Self System 

 

 xix 

Acknowledgements 

 

As has been frequently described, a doctoral thesis is submitted by one individual 

yet its development is an emergent result of everything from that individual’s past, 

interactions in the present, as well as their conceptions of future possibility. One of 

my joys in the preparation of this thesis has been reading the acknowledgements 

sections of the theses of numerous other individuals, and gaining a small glimpse 

of their own pasts, presents and futures. Where, then, to begin my own 

acknowledgements? 

Firstly, I extend my profound gratitude to my primary supervisor, Dr. 

Kerry Taylor-Leech. Even though I have been studying off-campus, she has always 

made herself available for email and Skype exchanges. From initially exploring my 

philosophical stance and conceptualising the research, to painstakingly reading 

through numerous drafts of this thesis, she has continually pushed me to extend 

myself. I also wish to thank Associate Professor Rod Gardner for his strong 

encouragement and consideration. His feedback on one particular chapter when I 

was floundering in the middle of writing up served to get me back on track again. 

Professor Mark Freiermuth, my local associate supervisor, supported me with 

discussions about the academic realm that helped me to develop my own images 

for a possible future. I also want to thank Ms. Elizabeth Stevens for her detailed 

copy-editing of the manuscript. 

Naturally there are numerous colleagues whom I wish to thank for their 

patience and support in various invaluable forms over the time of my studies: 



  Classroom Application of the L2 Motivational Self System 

 

 xx 

Professor Yoshiaki Hachitori, Associate Professor Shimpei Kobayashi, Ms. Toyomi 

Minekawa and Mr. Mark Yoshida. 

I extend inexpressible appreciation to the students who participated in 

this study with me: I don’t think I could have found a better bunch with whom to 

embark on something like this. Sure, there were ups and downs, but I am still in 

awe of your amazing reflections and the effort you put in over the year with me. I 

hope that your future will be however you want to make it. 

To my parents, far away in Australia, even though they had very little to 

do with this particular endeavour, I wish to note my appreciation for the wonderful 

childhood I could have due to their choice of rural lifestyle. Looking for “the whole 

and the parts” is a natural extension of where I came from. 

To my wife, Junko, I extend the greatest of thanks. It was she who 

suggested my beginning a Masters course in 2006, an undertaking that completely 

reformed my own image of myself as a student and professional. Later, sitting 

outside a café in our hometown in 2009, it was Junko who first prompted me to 

think about the ideas that my students held of themselves as language learners. 

Searching on the Internet soon after led to writing by Zoltan Dörnyei concerning 

the L2 Motivational Self System. Throughout my time working on this PhD, Junko 

has supported me enormously (even and especially when I was flummoxed), 

shown indelible patience, and discussions with her in particular about complex 

systems theory have always pushed my thinking further forward. 

To ko-chan: I know that the jizou-sama are taking good care of you. 

Lastly, to our children, Rich Taishi and Lucas Jun: Thank you for all of the 
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monster gokko and gaikotsu dancing. I’m sorry for many other times I was there 

but not there. I hope to actually put into practice some of what I’ve understood 

through this research and help to make an environment in which we can all enjoy 

ourselves and learn. Let’s do it together. 
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これは誰かに届くのか？  
Is this gonna reach anyone? 

なぁ、誰か聴いてんのかよ？ 
Hey, is anyone listening? 

今このレコード聴いてる奴、教えてくれよ。 
Tell me, who’s listening to this record right now? 

届いてんのかよ？ 
Is it getting through to you? 

これ、すっげえいい曲なのに、 

誰にも届かないのかよ？ 
This is such a cool track… Isn’t it gonna reach anyone? 

嘘だろ。。。 
No way… 

この曲は誰に届くんだよ？ 
Who’s this track gonna reach? 

届けよ、誰かに。 
Reach someone. 

頼むから。 
I’m asking you. 

 

(Utagawa, Endo, & Nakamura, 2009) 
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Chapter One 

耕地 

Initial Groundings: Introduction 

 

1.1 The context of the study 

 

Nineteen-year-old Hiroki (a pseudonym) has come to visit me in my office. He 

has just returned from an overseas exchange trip, his first visit to a country 

where English is spoken. He talks enthusiastically about how much he 

enjoyed the experience and how it has given him a new perspective on 

English. At one point in the conversation his expression changes; he stares 

into middle distance and seems to be struggling with his emotions. “You seem 

upset,” I say, “Is there a problem?” Hiroki leans forward and speaks intently. 

“At first I thought I would be hopeless,” he tells me, “but then I just thought I’d 

give it a try. I said something in English to another student. He understood 

me! And not only that, he told me his ideas. And I understood!” Hiroki’s 

surprise and pleasure at this successful encounter is almost equally balanced 

by his sense of frustration: “Here at school,” he says urgently, “I just sat in 

English lessons, but I didn’t realise … I didn’t know how I could use English … 

if only I’d studied more … if only I’d known before … there was so much more 

I wanted to say, so much more I wanted to understand … what have I been 

doing for the last five years?” 

 

To appreciate the relevance of this vignette, one needs to understand the 

sociolinguistic context of language in Japan and the historical background to 

English study. In Japan, despite a range of other languages spoken and the study of 

English as a Foreign Language (hereafter EFL) in schools, the Japanese language is 

given special prominence, as evidenced in the use of 国語 (kokugo – national 

language) for its denotation (Gottlieb, 2005). As Gottlieb remarks, Japanese “has 

never faced the struggle for dominance against the language of a colonizing power 
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we find in other parts of Asia … there has been no other contender for the status of 

national language” (p. 18). Against this backdrop, when Japanese education was 

essentially reborn in the Meiji period (from around 1870) to compete in an 

industrialised world (Goodman, 2003) English classes were introduced to absorb 

information from abroad (Butler & Iino, 2005, p. 27). By 2002, foreign language 

education – mostly English – was a required subject at middle and high school 

(MEXT, 2003). 

At policy level, the Japanese Ministry of Education, Culture, Sports, 

Science and Technology (MEXT) states a need for communicatively functioning 

Japanese users of English (MEXT, 2002): 

With the progress of globalization … it is essential that our children acquire 

communication skills in English, which has become a common international language, in 

order for living in the 21st century. This has become an extremely important issue both 

in terms of the future of our children and the further development of Japan as a nation. 

(para. 1 – original in English) 

However, research reveals that rather than focusing on the development of 

communicative competence, Japanese EFL lessons focus on vocabulary and 

grammar memorisation, the elements predominantly tested in high-school and 

university entrance exams (Aspinall, 2003; Butler & Iino, 2005; Gorsuch, 2001). 

Research findings point to a mismatch between policy documents promoting 

communicative methods and students’ classroom experience (Kikuchi & Browne, 

2009, p. 180). Hiroki’s remarks in the vignette also clearly emphasise a lack of 

experience in using English communicatively; his initial expectations of his 

near-future were that he “would be hopeless” in trying to communicate. However, 
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when he at last had such an opportunity, he experienced success and realised that 

English might be useful as a communication tool. He also reflected on his past 

experiences in English lessons and expressed bitter disappointment at lost 

opportunities.  

Against such a background, the second language learning motivation of 

Japanese students in their EFL studies has been the focus of much research over 

the past 15 years. Motivation, which refers to the direction and magnitude of 

human behaviour, that is, why, how long, and how hard people try to do something 

(Dörnyei, 2001, p. 7), has been found to be in short supply for Japanese EFL 

learners from junior high-school to university level (see, e.g., Carpenter, Falout, 

Fukuda, Trovela, & Murphey, 2009; Falout & Maruyama, 2004; Hasegawa, 2004; 

Kikuchi & Sakai, 2009; Kimura, Nakata, & Okumura, 2001). Indeed, based on a 

large body of research, some of the well-respected researchers in the field of 

second language learning motivation have contended that the low level of 

motivation amongst Japanese EFL learners “seems to be a major educational 

concern” (Dörnyei & Ushioda, 2011, p. 150). What is moreover troubling for the 

classroom teacher is that such lowered levels of motivation have also been linked 

to a lack of engagement and aversion to making effort by students in lessons 

(Agawa et al., 2011). 

This thesis presents an investigation into the language learning 

motivation of Japanese students who are not majoring in English. For students who 

are studying English in an environment in which it is not the main language, like 

those specialising in the study of technology and engineering at Japanese National 
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Colleges of Technology, or kosen (高専), English might at times seem quite 

irrelevant to both their current and their future professional lives. The specific 

purposes for which policymakers, administrators and teachers assume that 

students are studying English may indeed not be all that “visible” to the students 

themselves. The current research was formulated on the basis of my past 

experiences of teaching Japanese students in a variety of classroom settings, 

through which I became interested in students’ engagement in lessons and 

motivation for language learning. The current growth of interest in Japanese 

English learner demotivation reflects this challenge for students of finding 

personal relevance in the study of English, and may be evidenced in the remarks of 

the kosen student in the vignette: “Here at school I just sat in English lessons, but I 

didn’t realise … I didn’t know how I could use English … if only I’d studied more … 

if only I’d known before … What have I been doing for the last five years?” 

 

1.2 The origins of my interest in the research focus 

My interest in language learning motivation has emerged from a range of 

experiences teaching EFL in Japan to learners in different contexts over the past 15 

years. First, at an after-hours private English conversation school (英会話学校 – 

eikaiwa gakkou), I taught adolescents to adults who paid what I considered to be 

exorbitant amounts of money to study. These students wanted to study “authentic”, 

communicative oral English as a hobby, for travel, for business, or as an adjunct to 

school English lessons. They were very engaged and active during lessons, 

although the amount of additional study learners conducted outside of lessons 
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varied greatly. Second, my impressions of learner motivation were similarly 

positive throughout my time spent teaching in the formal elementary school 

system. These young learners had very little in the way of visible opportunities to 

use English outside of the classroom in their everyday lives. Nevertheless, the 

students (and teachers) together “made” the class atmosphere, the class 

motivation, with their enthusiasm in using English to carry out tasks and 

interactive activities. However, experiences in a third context, with adolescents in 

the junior and senior high-school system, marked a turning point in my 

perceptions of student motivation. The lessons mainly focused on grammar and 

translation of short reading texts from English to Japanese. Student responses to 

these lessons and my presence varied greatly: while some students made special 

trips to the teachers’ room to speak English with me in small groups during 

lesson-breaks, others actually went to sleep or simply walked out of English 

lessons. 

My fascination with the language learning motivation of my students 

became a research focus in 2009 when I conducted research with English major 

students at a women’s university in Japan (Sampson, 2012). These students had all 

voluntarily opted to study a 4-year degree involving English, and were generally 

interested in foreign (English-speaker) culture and using English. However, their 

apparent lack of ownership of their studies was puzzling, as was their lack of a 

vision of the ways in which they might be using English in the future. They were 

engaged during lessons, yet could not tell me in even the most minimal way how 

they imagined themselves using English in their future lives. I therefore decided to 
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introduce a range of classroom activities designed to encourage them to think 

about their future-selves using English. At that time, I used an action research 

design and collected predominantly qualitative data. The analysis found the 

students to be motivated by activities which (a) assisted them in thinking about 

steps they could take towards an ideal self using English, (b) allowed them to add 

detail to this ideal or a feared self, and (c) had a social component allowing them to 

share reflections about future-selves. 

Shortly after the completion of this research I changed my place of work 

to a kosen, a Japanese National College of Technology that combines the traditional 

three years of high school and the first two years of university. The following 

section describes the discrepancy between what I had been expecting when I 

started working at the kosen and the classroom reality of teaching apparently 

unmotivated students. It was this discrepancy that directly led to my instigation of 

the current study. 

 

1.2.1 The gap between my expectations and classroom realities 

One of my own primary motivations for applying for employment at a kosen was 

the clear focus that the system seemed to have. Kosen specialise in the 

development of young technologists who can apply their knowledge and skills 

readily upon graduation (see also sections 1.3.1 and 1.3.2 for a more detailed 

description of the kosen context). As such, I believed the style of education would 

be very practical, with students learning by doing. I anticipated that this practical 

approach would be incorporated through English lessons as well. I predicted that 
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the clear focus of the kosen system on future outcomes – producing practical, 

work-ready technologists – would encourage students and teachers to be cognizant 

of how graduates might be using English in the future in a variety of engineering 

fields. 

My expectations turned out to be overly simplistic. As I worked at the 

college, I became aware of the particular focus of this kosen: As the majority of 

students continue on to higher education, rather than the fostering of practical, 

vocational skills, there was a focus on 基礎 (kiso – basics). Through discussion, 

students made me further aware of the way in which this focus on basics extended 

to English lessons, which had students studying essentially the same set of 

grammar lessons from first to third grade. For example, one fifth-grade student 

with whom I discussed English study memorably termed his English lessons over 

the years at the kosen as 立ち泳ぎ (tachi-oyogi – treading water), intimating that 

he had spent a great deal of time and energy merely in order to stay afloat in the 

same place, without gaining the ability to actually do anything with English. 

Many of the students I was teaching seemed disinterested and lacking 

direction in their English studies. My concerns about my kosen students’ 

perceptions of their English learning were deepened when I asked learners in five 

of my fourth-grade classes (19-year-old students) to write why they believed they 

were currently studying English, and in what ways they envisioned themselves 

using English in the future. Responses to the first question were ultimately rather 

vague: words like “globalization,” “world language,” and “international language” 

were recurrently representative. I initially interpreted the responses as stemming 
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from societal messages about the importance of English (Ryan, 2009a, p. 410). 

Furthermore, students expressed no clear purpose to activities they might be 

undertaking using English in the future, giving responses like: 

- “Read something in English” (Japanese response) 

- “Listen a news” (English response) 

- “Do conversation” (Japanese response) 

- “I don’t know” (Japanese response) 

Although these students had been studying in English lessons for four years at the 

kosen, their reactions indicated a disturbing lack of engagement in language 

learning and lack of understanding of the purpose of their studies. 

 

1.2.2 Personal and professional motivations for the research 

As a result of my past experiences with Japanese EFL learners and the responses 

from my current students, I became intrigued with the idea of exploring the EFL 

motivation of kosen students and the ideas that they held of using English in their 

futures. In particular, the perception that the older fourth-grade students lacked an 

idea of the purpose of their English studies piqued my interest in examining the 

development of EFL motivation of students who had just entered the college. These 

young adolescent first-grade students would be at a transitory stage through their 

movement from a general Japanese junior high-school context to the kosen. As 

research into adolescent psychological development has shown, at the age of 15 to 

16 years old they would also be at a stage of developing numerous new 

self-descriptions and motivation based on different perceived roles, relationships 

with peers, and a growing capacity for reflection on the function of learning tasks 
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(Harter, 2003; Wentzel, 2005; Wigfield & Wagner, 2005). As such, I anticipated that 

such a project could add interest to English lessons and enhance the students’ 

understandings regarding their own ideas about language learning and an 

English-using self at this pivotal stage in their lives. Furthermore, I was scheduled 

to become a homeroom teacher for first-grade students – meeting once a week 

with one class group as an advisor for their studies and conveyor of administrative 

information from the college. This development presented an ideal opportunity to 

undertake classroom research that could add value to both my classroom teaching 

and my pastoral role as homeroom teacher. 

 

1.3 Scope and focus of the research 

This study examines the interaction between the classroom language learning 

environment and language learning self ideas held by newly-arrived kosen 

students, in particular focusing on their motivation in EFL learning. In seeking a 

lens through which to understand the multiple and shifting components of 

students’ motivation in this context, the review of the literature in Chapter 2 led me 

to draw on possible-self theory (Markus & Nurius, 1986) and a socio-dynamic 

motivation framework of the L2 Motivational Self System (Dörnyei, 2009a) to 

explore motivation in the language learning classroom from a complex systems 

theory perspective (see also section 1.5; Chapters 3 and 6). 

The aims of the study were threefold, based on my identification of the 

research problem and review of the literature (Chapters 2 and 6). First, the 

research sought to generate situated insights into the self-concepts that Japanese 
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non-English-major students hold with regards to their EFL studies. The thesis 

applied the L2 Motivational Self System framework of second language learning 

motivation developed by Dörnyei (2009a) in which it is argued that motivation 

arises through recognition of a gap between ideas of the actual and future, possible 

selves. As will be developed in Chapter 2, although a large body of research has 

made giant strides towards exploring generalised ideas of Japanese EFL learner 

motivation via quantitative means, there is still a scarcity of published research 

from students’ perspectives. Through encouraging students to explore their 

concepts of an English-using self, the study aimed to gain a clearer picture of the 

ways in which self-concept affects language learner motivation. 

Second, introduction of activities based on possible-self theory aimed to 

explore the ways in which such teacher-instigated change-action might affect 

students’ motivation. At the start of the research I had not encountered any 

published studies of the introduction of self-enhancement classroom activities 

based on the L2 Motivational Self System. As will be explored further in Chapter 2, 

there is a wide range of predominantly American-based research detailing positive 

outcomes of possible-selves interventions from fields other than language learning 

(see, for e.g., Destin & Oyserman, 2009; Hock, Deshler, & Schumaker, 2006; Lee & 

Oyserman, 2007; Ronfeldt & Grossman, 2008). However, there was a noticeable 

absence of research literature addressing the links between self-enhancement 

activities in the classroom and second language learning. My goal as a class and 

homeroom teacher was to foster my students’ motivation by examining the 

transferability of strategies from existing self-enhancement program research to 



 Chapter One – Initial Groundings: Introduction                         耕地 

 

 11 

the EFL classroom. 

Finally, Dörnyei’s (2009a) L2 Motivational Self System framework 

stresses the interaction of self and environment in the development of motivation 

(p. 29). As the review of the literature in Chapter 2 reveals, whilst past research has 

shown a variety of elements related to self and the environment that affect 

motivation, few studies have investigated the interplay between these factors. By 

exploring the ways in which students were conscious of past and present 

experience of English lessons and homeroom periods as affecting their motivation 

towards learning English, the study strove to examine learner perceptions of such 

interactions between environment and self. The third aim of the study, therefore, 

was to generate a more complex, holistic understanding of my students’ motivation 

that included interactions between elements internal to the learners (their 

self-concepts) and external to the learners (from the language learning 

environment). 

 

1.3.1 The kosen system 

The current research was conducted at a kosen with 15- to 16-year-old students. 

Kosen, of which there are 51 spread across Japan, are administered centrally by the 

Institute of National Colleges of Technology, but operationally are relatively 

autonomous at the local level (Newby, Weko, Breneman, Johanneson, & Maassen, 

2009, p. 25). The mission of kosen is to “foster creative and practical technical 

engineers. In order to accomplish this aim, the KOSEN conduct practical and 

professional engineering education based on a five-year integrated system with 
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general learning and specialized learning organized systematically” (Institute of 

National Colleges of Technology, 2010, p. 2). 

The kosen in which the present study was conducted is located in a 

semi-rural setting in the kanto area of Japan’s main island, Honshu, approximately 

100 km from central Tokyo. Although students in regular Japanese high schools 

study for three years at the end of which they may take examinations to enter 

university, kosen span the traditional range from senior high school to technical 

college, with students studying for a total of five years at the same institution (see 

Figure 1). Initial entrance to the college is competitive, being based on entrance 

exams. The students therefore have generally high academic ability. The college 

tuition fees are inexpensive compared to other educational institutions in Japan 

and hence, students come from a wide variety of socio-economic backgrounds. 
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Figure 1: Kosen system and connections to other educational institutions (adapted 

by the author from Institute of National Colleges of Technology, 2010, p. 6). 

 

On graduation from kosen, students may find employment, elect to study 

for a further two years to complete their Bachelor’s degree at the same institution 

or take an entrance exam to enter another university. Graduates who search for 

employment after the initial five years at kosen are highly sought after for their 

technical skills and knowledge, with an average of 20 offers of employment for 

each graduate (Harden, 2011, p. 1). The kosen central office states that across the 

campuses throughout Japan, on average 60% of graduates find employment 

directly after their five years of study, with 40% continuing on to further education 

(Institute of National Colleges of Technology, 2010, p. 2). However, at the kosen at 
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which the present study took place, the majority of students (around 80 – 90%) 

continue to further study after the first five years. As a result, employers in the 

local area are even more eager to employ the few five-year graduates who actively 

seek employment, leading to over 70 job offers for each of these students. 

 

1.3.2 English at kosen 

English studies at kosen are part of a set of compulsory general subjects. Students 

study English for each of their five years at the kosen, although the exact number of 

contact hours per week varies between grade and kosen in different locations.  

At the college where this study was undertaken, in the first grade 

students study English Expression for one 90-minute period, and General English 

for two separate 90-minute lessons per week. English Expression lessons are 

intended to have an oral communicative focus, whereas teachers in General English 

lessons use predominantly 訳読 (yakudoku – grammar-translation) methods to 

teach reading and grammar. In the second and third grades students study General 

English for two periods per week. From fourth grade, English study consists of two 

weekly lessons: English A continues a focus on reading, with grammar-translation 

predominant; English B is intended as a preparation class for the TOEIC test (the 

Test Of English for International Communication, which is a test of English 

language skills for business, administered by Educational Testing Service in Japan, 

and which is used by a range of technology-based corporations in Japan for 

evaluating employees’ English abilities). 
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1.3.3 Research questions 

Considering the aims of the research in this context as investigating how learners 

perceive and interpret interactions between the environment of the classroom and 

their self-concepts as related to language learning motivation, the following four 

research questions guided the study (see also Chapters 3 and 6 for more detailed 

rationale for the development of these research questions). Questions 1 and 2 

explored potential change in learner self-concept through their experiences during 

the course of the study: 

1. How do participants express their ideas of an English-using self at the commencement 

of the study? 

2. What ideas of an English-using self emerge among the participants from the 

experience of introduced change in the classroom? 

Question 3 sought to investigate the interaction between the introduced change in 

the form of possible-self activities and English lessons, learner self-concept and 

classroom language learning motivation, asking: 

3. What shared understandings about the emergent spaces appear to affect the 

participants’ motivation in learning English? 

Finally, Question 4 endeavoured to explore the applicability of using complex 

systems theory to the investigation of motivation in other similar settings, asking: 

4. How well does complex systems theory enable a deeper understanding of motivation 

and demotivation in Japanese EFL learning? 

 

1.4 Research design: Qualitative action research 

In order to develop deeper understandings of the research problem and to foster 

learning environments that would maximally benefit my learners, I applied an 
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action research design (see Chapters 4 and 5 for a detailed description of the 

action research processes). Action research meshes well with these intentions as it 

lends itself to the pursuit of new knowledge and change in classroom spaces (Dick, 

2000) (see also Chapters 3 and 6). 

The research involved one class of 41 (later 40) students, with data 

collected from both the English lessons and homeroom periods. Data were 

collected over the whole year that these students were with me as a class group. As 

I was interested in the lived experiences of participants, it followed naturally that 

the study employ qualitative methods of data collection. The data were textual in 

nature, produced and analysed initially in the native language of the majority of 

participants, Japanese, and then translated and further analysed in English for 

presentation in this thesis. The main data instrument was a learning journal, which 

I asked students to write at the end of each session for the year. I also kept a 

researcher journal to record my own perceptions of events and developments. My 

purpose was to add additional texture and perspective to the data collected from 

students, and this flowed again quite naturally from my complicit role as 

change-agent and participant in the classroom interaction. 

Although these two tools were the primary sources of data, classroom 

action research employs multiple forms of inquiry that may be creatively designed 

in order to balance research with teaching (Burns, 2010). Action research 

encourages adaptations and additions to data collection techniques as the research 

process unfolds: “We look out for what might be a useful way forward, and try it 

out” (McNiff & Whitehead, 2011, p. 34). Therefore, in addition to the participant 
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journals, data were collected through free-writing and structured activity 

worksheets, questionnaires with closed- and open-ended items, and student 

self-reflection on their learning journal entries. These data were analysed by 

looking for repetitions and regularities (Ryan & Bernard, 2003) across data 

sources to find connections in the data. I furthermore drew on the idea of 

“theoretical comparison” in grounded theory (Corbin & Strauss, 2008) to compare 

the data with my experiences (noted in the researcher journal) and my developing 

understandings as I engaged further with the literature. This theoretical 

comparison fostered interaction between my understandings and the data, guiding 

exploration of new angles. Through these processes, the research aimed to produce 

a rich and holistic understanding of the language learning motivation of this one 

class of EFL learners.  
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1.5 Theoretical framework: Complex systems theory 

While action research proffers a highly appropriate set of methods for flexibly 

combining research with teaching, it is less amenable to providing theoretical 

explanations. The identification of the research problem, the statement of aims and 

the delineation of the scope of the thesis call for an integrated understanding of the 

complex web of psychosocial interactions in the language classroom. A theoretical 

framework with great explanatory power may be found in complex systems theory. 

The language learning classroom is a complex system which might be better 

understood through the images, metaphoric tools and understandings that 

complex systems theory offers (Larsen-Freeman & Cameron, 2008a). Mitchell 

(2009) gives the following succinct definition of the phrase “complex system”: “A 

system in which large networks of components with no central control and simple 

rules of operation give rise to complex collective behavior, sophisticated 

information processing, and adaptation via learning or evolution” (p. 13). 

Other current theoretical perspectives on educational research lack 

sufficient explanatory power for the dynamic emergence of motivation in language 

learning classroom groups. These linear approaches understand education as 

taking place within a bounded system of sequential causal interactions that 

presume prediction and control of the system is possible (Radford, 2008). In order 

to facilitate understandings of how language learning classrooms function, it is 

necessary to research them holistically as open systems with unpredictable, 

dynamic, non-linear interactions. 

A classroom is a discursive space made up of individual teachers and 
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learners who bring with them their own experiences, personal histories and 

perceptions, the influences of those around them and in society, and indeed the 

influences of what happens before or after the lesson. These individuals come 

together at particular points in time to form a group but they are not bounded 

purely by the physical or temporal constraints of the classroom system (van Lier, 

2004, p. 194). These individuals and their complex trajectories interact together to 

co-form the entity that is the language learning class. They are real human beings 

in dynamic interrelation with other real human beings and the context of which 

they are a part. As such, it is the contention of this thesis that in any study involving 

the language learning classroom, complex systems theory can foster deeper 

understandings of a “person-in-context relational view of emergent motivation, 

self and identity” (Ushioda, 2009, p. 215). 

 

1.6 Significance of the study 

The investigation of second language learner motivation is a topic of significant 

current academic interest, as evidenced by five book-length treatments in the past 

six years (Apple, Da Silva, & Fellner, 2013; Dörnyei & Ushioda, 2009; Dörnyei & 

Ushioda, 2011; Murray, Gao, & Lamb, 2011; Ushioda, 2013a), all of which draw on 

research from the Japanese context. The consideration of language learner 

motivation is further reflected in a recent conference devoted purely to the 

discussion of foreign language learner motivation in Japan (CUE, 2011). 

This study is significant in three main ways: First, as a classroom-based 

action research study, it explores the L2 Motivational Self System framework 
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through direct, hands-on classroom practice. Numerous studies have approached 

student motivation from a primarily quantitative perspective that divorces 

language learners from the classroom groups of which they are part. Such research 

frequently asks learners about their motivation towards classroom language 

learning, yet does not study the actual classroom situation or the interactions 

therein. This research bucks this trend by using a longitudinal, qualitative action 

research design and a culturally-situated approach drawing on complex systems 

theory to understand the dynamic motivation of the language learning classroom 

group. 

Second, as a study of motivation, it produced rich, longitudinal, qualitative 

data showing how deliberate intervention can change classroom language learning 

motivation over time through the interaction of learner-internal and -external 

factors. The study brings together perspectives from all of those participants 

directly involved in the classroom group, teacher and students, combining action 

research with epistemologies and ontologies from complex systems theory to 

develop a holistic understanding of language learning motivation in the classroom 

setting. The introduction of “noise” in the form of change-actions uncovered 

interactions between participant-internal self-concepts and conditions in both the 

direct classroom environment and that which participants “brought in” from 

outside the classroom, affecting motivation. In doing so, the study contributes to 

furthering understandings of the relationships between the parts of the L2 

Motivational Self System.  

Third, from a theoretical perspective, this study contributes to knowledge 
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about how complex systems theory can be used as a lens to examine classrooms as 

dynamic systems. The study uses the case of one language learning classroom 

context to develop a complex model of interactions between self and environment 

based on Dörnyei’s (2009a) L2 Motivational Self System framework. The study 

applies metaphors and theorising about the properties of complex systems to 

understand classroom language learning motivation as emergent from the 

relations between elements of the classroom system and experiences of classroom 

members. Although the study’s primary significance is the insights it achieves 

relating to the specific motivational dynamics of this one classroom group, it may 

be possible to extend the understandings developed through this research to other 

EFL classroom learning contexts by envisaging them as complex systems. 

 

1.7 A metaphor for the research process and organisation of the thesis  

A thesis is the final representation of the doctoral research process in Australia 

and must conform to many of the literary expectations of the academy (Yates, 

2004). However, I also want this thesis to represent my research experience. From 

the beginnings described in the sections above, this research process has been 

emergent and highly contextually contingent. It may seem odd at this point to 

include a diagram of a tree (Figure 2). However, complex systems theory and the 

study of ecologies and ecological approaches to research have frequently been 

linked in the education literature (Davis & Sumara, 2006; Larsen-Freeman & 

Cameron, 2008a; van Lier, 2004). This image of a tree in its environment in many 

ways represents my understanding of the doctoral research process as it 
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developed over the course of this study. In what follows I draw on this metaphor to 

outline the organisation of the thesis. 

 

 

Figure 2: An image of my understanding of the research process. 

 

I liken the start of my research, discussed in this and the following 

chapter, to the earth or fertile soil (耕地 – kouchi): The research was based on my 

recognition of a problem that I wanted to explore more deeply and a developing 

understanding of the literature. As this research started from perceptions 

emergent from my experiences as an English teacher in Japan, Chapter 2 focuses 

on how I used the literature to develop incisive questions to explore and discern a 

suitable approach to understanding motivation in this context. The chapter is 

broadly split into two sections: The first section reviews some of the key studies 

into EFL learning motivation in Japan in order to develop deeper understandings of 
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motivation in this context from a variety of perspectives. The review leads me to 

propose that research focusing on classroom language learning motivation needs 

to examine both learner-internal and -external influences. Based on this insight, 

the second section of the chapter investigates the usefulness of Dörnyei’s (2009a) 

L2 Motivational Self System (L2MSS) to understanding the interactions between 

such learner-internal and -external factors with regard to my learners’ motivation.  

As a result of understandings gained from this literature, I considered 

ways, or directions (方向 – houkou), in which research could foster new growth 

for myself and students. Chapter 3 therefore begins by setting out the specific 

aims and research questions with which the study commenced, and my recognition 

that an action research approach would be most appropriate to flexibly investigate 

the EFL classroom motivation of my students. Due to criticisms of the philosophical 

underpinnings of action research, I render my epistemological and ontological 

understandings from a complex systems perspective, and further explore 

complementarities between a complex systems philosophy and action research 

methodology. In the following sections I detail the design and context of the study, 

including a rationale for my adoption of a longitudinal design, discussion of 

participants and researcher, and ethical considerations. Next, I provide reasoning 

for the selection of an introspective data collection method, participant journals, as 

the primary data source. Finally, I examine the way in which data analysis was 

conducted in an ongoing fashion during the action research process, before 

explaining my understandings of the soundness and generalisability of the 

research. 
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In this fertile ground, I used these action research processes to introduce 

seeds of change (種蒔き – tanemaki) which became buds (双葉 – futaba) and 

developed new growth (新緑 – shinryoku). Through additional change-actions, the 

understandings branched out in different directions but all connected to the 

emerging and maturing tree (若木 – wakagi / 木 – ki). Chapters 4 and 5 deal in 

cyclical fashion with my experience of the unfolding action research cycles in this 

study, and the sequences of planning and enacting of change-actions, initial 

analysis of data, and planning for the following research cycle. 

Although introduction of change-action ceased with the end of data 

collection, new understandings emerged as I looked back at the growth of the tree 

(年輪に問い掛け – nenrin ni toikake). Chapter 6 details how I recognised a need 

to look again at the research data as a whole through the experience of the year of 

action research and further exploration of literature regarding complex systems 

theory. The chapter also examines how and why this literature further informed 

revised and expanded understandings of the aims and research questions. 

Complex systems theory proposes that relationships between elements of 

a system are vital to understanding the form of the whole (Davis & Sumara, 2006, p. 

34). Via a process of standing back and examining the tree it is possible to see both 

the whole and parts in interaction (全・部 – zen・bu). The following three chapters 

detail understandings about motivation in the class group from a complex systems 

perspective gained through revisiting the data set as a whole. Chapter 7 explores 

the open nature of the language learning class and motivation, discussing ways that 

imported conditions from outside the classroom environment affected the 
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participants’ motivation. Chapter 8 then draws on the complex systems metaphor 

of a “state space” to look at co-forming interactions (co-adaptation) between the 

self of language learners and the classroom environment related to motivation. 

Finally, Chapter 9 examines dynamic change in the whole classroom motivational 

system by looking at critical points of sharp motivational change, the 

self-organisation of the system to be better suited to communicative tasks, and an 

instance of emergence that caught my attention in which the system took a new 

and novel form. 

To expand the metaphor of the tree, this research has come from 

somewhere (the earth), but it is also connected with, grounded in and affects a 

landscape or ecosystem (生態系 – seitaikei). As the tree (research) grows it puts 

out roots and the atmosphere around it also affects its growth. Not only does the 

tree produce materials such as oxygen vital to this atmosphere, it also breaks up 

and adds to the earth (the initial understandings based on experiences and the 

review of the literature) from which it sprang forth. Rather than conclusions, 

Chapter 10 offers a set of contributions to motivation theory, pedagogy, and 

research methodology emergent from the study. Founded on these implications, 

the chapter also re-asserts the significance of the research to the development of 

knowledge about language learning motivation. 
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Chapter Two 

耕地 

Initial Groundings from the Literature 

 

2.1 Introduction 

In this chapter, I explain and justify why I initially positioned my research in the 

field of second language acquisition, with a focus on motivation. As presented in 

Chapter 1, the pedagogical problem that first prompted this investigation was the 

disheartening observation that my students appeared to lack motivation towards 

their English lessons. Despite being academically able and aware that in many 

cases they would enter a globalised workforce, my kosen students seemed to have 

difficulty finding relevance in their English language studies and consequently to 

demonstrate any passion for learning the language. This is a phenomenon that has 

been frequently noted both anecdotally by teachers in Japan and in the research 

literature. 

Looking also, admittedly, for confirmation that my students were not 

simply rejecting my own teaching, and searching for ways in which this problem 

has been studied and addressed, I turned to the literature on EFL learning in Japan. 

I initially consulted this literature looking for answers to some perennial 

pedagogical challenges: Why were my students apparently demotivated in their 

learning? What relevance was there in their learning of English? What were their 

visions of themselves as future users of English? Indeed, had anyone ever asked 

them? How could I engage my students more actively in the classroom in 
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envisioning themselves as future English speakers and investing more fully in their 

long-term English learning?  

This chapter therefore opens with a review of some of the most 

influential research studies on language learning motivation and classroom English 

learning in the Japanese context. I explored this literature in order to gain deeper 

and less anecdotal insights into the nature of the EFL learning experience in Japan 

from a variety of perspectives. Although as my understandings deepened the 

limitations of these studies began to make themselves felt, two broad themes from 

the literature – the influence of learner-internal and learner-external elements on 

motivation – provided some essential initial understandings. 

In my efforts to explore and understand my students’ apparent lack of 

enthusiasm and interest in English, and seeking for ways in which I might engage 

them more actively in their own English learning, I also surveyed the literature on 

second language learning motivation. The insights that I had gained from the 

Japanese EFL learning motivation research clearly pointed to the value of a model 

of motivation involving understandings of interaction between the self and the 

language learning environment. Perhaps the most influential and highly regarded 

research in this area is the work on the L2 Motivational Self System (Dörnyei, 

2009a). It made sense therefore to survey research concerning this now seminal 

model in order to gain more theoretical ideas and insights. 

Together, the review of past research concerning language learning 

motivation in the Japanese context and that exploring the L2 Motivational Self 

System shed first light on my pedagogical problems, was critical in shaping the 
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design of the research questions, and informed my decision making and planning 

around the research design and methodology. 

 

2.2 Japanese EFL learning (de)motivation 

As McVeigh (2002) has argued, at first glance it would appear that Japan has a 

fascination with the idea of “English” that might seem to suggest motivated 

learners of the language. Scholars in various fields show that “English, in some 

form or at some symbolic level has … become a significant part of everyday life in 

Japan” (Seargeant, 2011a, p. 3): English-language advertising signs are visible 

wherever one moves (Backhaus, 2007; Seargeant, 2011b); English loanwords are 

increasing in the Japanese lexicon (Stanlaw, 2004; Yano, 2011); and J-Pop 

(Japanese Pop) music frequently incorporates English lyrics into the Japanese. In 

the formal education system, Japanese learners study English in one form or 

another from elementary school through to the last grade of high school. If 

students wish to attend university, they then take entrance examinations that 

include, in almost all cases, an English component (Ryan, 2008, p. 34), and they 

continue to study English for the first two years of university, regardless of their 

specialisation (Aspinall, 2003). Exploring the literature concerning EFL learning 

motivation in Japan was therefore a logical first step to gaining a contextualised 

understanding of my students’ motivation. 

In Dörnyei’s (2001, p. 7) well-known definition, motivation relates to the 

direction and magnitude of human behaviour; that is, why, how long, and how hard 

people try to do something. Dörnyei (2009b) adds that “motivation refers to a 
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cumulative arousal, or want, that we are aware of” (p. 209). However, despite the 

strong presence of English in the linguistic landscape of Japan that might suggest 

otherwise, studies of the motivation of Japanese EFL learners frequently note a 

disturbing decrease in engagement after students commence formal English 

studies from junior-high school. Such decreases in existing motivation are termed 

demotivation – defined here as “various negative influences that cancel out existing 

motivation” (Dörnyei & Ushioda, 2011, p. 138). 

A number of studies have found demotivation among secondary and 

tertiary EFL students in Japan to be particularly widespread (see e.g., Carpenter et 

al., 2009; Falout & Maruyama, 2004; Hasegawa, 2004; Kikuchi & Sakai, 2009; 

Kimura et al., 2001). For instance, the study by Hasegawa (2004) used a 

questionnaire to examine the time span and degree of this demotivation by asking 

223 students at junior- and senior-high schools about their English lessons. The 

study found that 71% of the junior-high and 77% of senior-high school students 

reported EFL demotivation. This trend is also reflected in studies at the tertiary 

level. According to Falout and Maruyama (2004), over 70% of both high and low 

proficiency non-EFL-major university students reported having been demotivated 

in their English studies, with Kikuchi and Sakai (2009) finding that even university 

students majoring in courses related to English reported demotivation during their 

secondary years. 

Clearly my students were by no means unusual in lacking a sense of 

direction in their English learning. Research studies overall identify an evident lack 

of engagement and enthusiasm for English learning in Japan. Indeed, the extent of 
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the literature regarding demotivation in this context led Dörnyei and Ushioda 

(2011) to suggest that “in Japan…demotivation among learners of English seems to 

be a major educational concern” (p. 150). This perplexing state of affairs led me 

further in the direction of identifying from the literature apparent influences on 

Japanese students’ (de)motivation that might also be applicable to my students. 

The review of studies of Japanese EFL learning revealed that there appear 

to be both internal factors that affect the dynamics of (de)motivation – those 

stemming from within and potentially controllable by learners – and external 

factors – those imposed from without and not directly under the control of learners. 

This binary is discussed in what follows. 

 

2.2.1 The influence of recognition of relevance and interest in 

language study on (de)motivation 

A review of the EFL motivation literature from Japan reveals that learner-internal 

recognition of the relevance of study has frequently been included as an influential 

factor in students’ interest in learning. Indeed, the importance of this connection 

can be observed in a definition of interest by Renninger, Bachrach, and Posey 

(2008), in which they state that: “Interest is identified based on a learner’s feelings, 

principled knowledge, and value for particular domain content [relevance] 

[emphasis added], and evolves over time through interaction with the others and 

objects/activities in the environment” (p. 463). Research shows a clear link 

between demotivation and lack of interest in EFL study across a range of schooling 

contexts in Japan. For example, Carpenter et al. (2009) found that 7% of their 
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respondents linked lack of interest in and relevance of EFL study to demotivation 

during their years in both junior- and senior-high school (p. 263). In the 

senior-high school setting, Sakai and Kikuchi (2009) used a questionnaire with 656 

Japanese students, finding that very low motivation was strongly linked to not 

understanding the purpose of studying English and having little interest in the 

subject (p. 64). 

In this area however, two studies were of key importance to developing 

an understanding of the effects of relevance of English study on my kosen students’ 

motivation and actions in the classroom. Responses to a questionnaire by Agawa et 

al. (2011) in a university setting revealed amotivation, in which the participants 

noted “no interest in foreign languages, cultures or people” and “not understanding 

for what purpose English is being studied” (p. 13 – my translation). The crucial 

finding was that this amotivation moreover correlated with aversion to making an 

effort, resistance to vocabulary and grammar study, and anxiety about using 

English (p. 11). These insights led the authors to urge that “for English learners 

who have lost all motivation, it is strongly desirable to include teaching about how 

students can connect English lessons to learning for themselves” (Agawa et al., 

2011, p. 14 – my translation). Although the study by Agawa et al. grouped interest 

and relevance of study together, a questionnaire study conducted by Yashima 

(2000) with 372 first-year university students who were not majoring in English 

more explicitly revealed that a factor labelled as a “vague sense of necessity” to 

learn English had no correlation with motivation or English proficiency (p. 131). As 

Yashima observed: 
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For many students English is an academic subject which they have been encouraged to 

study without having a clear objective. They feel it will become a necessity to use English 

in the ‘internationalized’ society, but they do not have a clear idea of how they are going 

to use it. (p. 131) 

The literature suggested perceived relevance of English study to be an integral 

influence on the motivation of Japanese students. Such links between relevance of 

study and demotivation were very strongly reflected in my experiences with older 

kosen students. They too seemed to have only a vague idea of the purpose of their 

EFL studies, and their responses to my enquiries showed that they were uncertain 

as to how they might be using English in the future. These responses begged a 

simple but challenging question and one that potentially threatened my whole 

raison d’être in Japan: the question of whether my kosen students really needed 

English. 

 

2.2.1.1 Is there a need for English in Japan? 

The Japanese Ministry of Education, Culture, Sports, Science and Technology 

(hereafter MEXT) emphasises the development by schools of Japanese people who 

can communicate functionally in English (MEXT, 2002, 2003); private English 

conversation schools (英会話学校 – eikaiwagakkou) abound, advertising “real” 

English communication through “authentic interaction” with non-Japanese 

(Western) English speakers (Seargeant, 2009); and universities in Japan frequently 

expound “globalisation-as-opportunity” to promote courses that will prepare 

students to use communicative English (Yamagami & Tollefson, 2011). These 

actions by a wide range of educational institutions would perhaps suggest a 
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natural inference that English is a vital skill for the majority of Japanese people. 

However, as Morita (2010) and Seargeant (2009) point out, everyday life in Japan 

requires little to no use of English for the average Japanese person. Mizuno (2008) 

argues that this stated need and consequent policy formation has been 

overemphasised by industry and corporate demands. For instance, Kubota (2011) 

conducted research that revealed no evidence for the exclusive need for English in 

occupational settings in Japan in general (p. 105), leading her to conclude that 

there is “a gap between the discourse that elevates English as an essential language 

and the actual demands” (Kubota, 2011, p. 106). 

Research in the kosen setting, however, made me aware that it is too 

strong to claim that no need exists. In two nationwide studies conducted by a 

kosen-based group (Koseneigo kenkyuuiinkai, 2001, 2008), the researchers used 

surveys to gain a picture of ways that English was being taught in kosen across 

Japan, as well as the needs recognised by a variety of kosen stakeholders. On the 

one hand, the results revealed that English teachers at kosen and universities place 

more importance on reading, vocabulary and grammar than on other English skills 

(Koseneigo kenkyuuiinkai, 2008, p. 16; p. 38). The focus on these skills may reflect a 

need for kosen graduates continuing on to university to read English literature 

related to their research specialisation. On the other hand, managers at 273 

companies at which kosen graduates find employment also noted various needs for 

English depending on the size of the company. Whilst in smaller companies English 

was not considered important, there was a gradual increase in the need for English 

in companies of between 51 to over 500 employees (p. 28). However, this necessity 
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was furthermore dependent on the particular section of a company to which an 

employee was attached (p. 27). The domains in which English is used, according to 

these managers, are displayed in Figure 3. 

 

 

Figure 3: A visualisation of the use of English at companies where kosen graduates 

find employment (adapted by the author from Koseneigo kenkyuuiinkai, 2008, p. 

29). 

 

These findings from the kosen setting revealing academic and 

occupational needs for English use were both informative yet also puzzling. As 

there is a need for English in the future of kosen graduates, the results certainly 

indicated the relevance of English study. However, one major limitation of the 

Koseneigo kenkyuuiinkai (2008) study is that it only illustrates the understandings 

of kosen teachers, university academics, and company managers. One essential 

missing group of stakeholders is the learners. The review of this literature reveals a 

glaring gap between the recognition by teachers and company managers of a need 
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for English, and the understandings by my students of a future “English-using self.” 

I turned again to the literature in order to gain insights into how such 

learner-internal ideas of a future English-using self might affect the motivation of 

my kosen students. 

 

2.2.2 The influence of understandings of an “English-using self” 

on (de)motivation 

The work of Yashima (2000, 2002, 2009) has been integral to revealing the 

importance of learner understandings of an English-using self for motivation in the 

Japanese context. Yashima’s (2000) research revealed that some learners identified 

instrumental reasons, such as studying abroad or benefits of English for a future 

career, as most important for their English learning (p. 128). These factors 

moreover strongly correlated with motivation (p. 131). Yashima’s results were 

further confirmed in a later study (Yashima, 2002), in which she examined the 

relationships between willingness to communicate and motivation using a 

questionnaire with 297 Japanese university students. The analysis augmented her 

previous findings by showing that the largest influence on motivation was a factor 

that she termed “international posture” (p. 61). Yashima (2009) later defined this 

concept as “a tendency to see oneself as connected to the international community, 

have concerns for international affairs and possess a readiness to interact with 

people other than Japanese” (p. 146). 

A study by Ryan (2009b) supports Yashima’s assertion of the influence on 

motivation of the way in which Japanese EFL learners “see themselves” using 



Chapter Two – Initial Groundings from the Literature  耕地 

 

 37 

English in their future. Ryan examined this area of self-concept with 2397 students 

from secondary and tertiary institutions, collecting a questionnaire about 

motivation and demotivation. Ryan’s results are truly insightful as they add 

additional detail to the qualities of an imagined English-using community for 

Japanese learners, finding that: 

Learners of English in Japan regard the notion of an English-speaking community freed 

from the ties of nationality and locality to be a more powerful motivating 

factor…because it presents to learners the possibility of legitimate, full membership of 

that community. (p. 131) 

These results suggested the influence of learner-internal images of an 

“English-using self” for Japanese EFL students. The literature implied that in Japan, 

learner images of a self using English, perhaps vocationally, as part of an 

international community of English speakers that is not geographically or 

culturally defined, may allow students to perceive relevance in their English 

studies. In light of these insights, the apparent gap between kosen stakeholders’ 

expectations and my students’ own ideas of a future English-using self revealed in 

the previous section gained increased importance. Whilst stakeholders could 

envisage a clear purpose to English study, my learners clearly did not hold such 

motivating ideas of a future self purposively using English. Perhaps their classroom 

learning did not foster perceptions of a connection between their study and a 

future using English successfully? 

Although the research reviewed in this section pointed to the influence of 

ideas of self on motivation, it is also limited by its quantitative nature in its 

description of what detail Japanese students actually envision for their future 
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English-using selves. In considering a qualitative dimension to these ideas, I began 

to wonder what influence students’ own perceptions of their competence might 

have on their motivation. Moreover, how might teaching engage students to 

develop images of themselves competently using English in their future? 

 

2.2.3 The influence of perceptions of competence on 

(de)motivation 

Various studies strongly suggest that the motivation of Japanese EFL students is 

linked to perceptions of competence, and demotivation to perceived lack of 

competence (see, e.g., Carpenter et al., 2009; Falout & Maruyama, 2004; Hiromori, 

2003; Tanaka, 2009; Tanaka & Hiromori, 2007). In a study of the learning histories 

of 285 Japanese university students, Carpenter et al. (2009) found that “feelings of 

inadequacy” (p. 263) through the difficulty of lessons or a lack of comprehension 

most highly connected to demotivation (p. 262). Similar findings have been 

reported in Falout and Maruyama (2004), in which both low- and high-English 

proficiency students attributed disappointment with their performance as the 

strongest influence on demotivation (p. 5). Conversely, Hiromori (2003) reported 

findings from the senior-high school context in which “learners’ perceptions of 

their own self-competence had a strong influence on motivation” (p. 174). 

A series of studies in this area by two Japanese researchers provided 

valuable suggestions as to how I could engage my learners and assist them to 

become more motivated to learn by addressing their need for a feeling of 

competence (Hiromori, 2003; Tanaka, 2009; Tanaka & Hiromori, 2007). Tanaka 
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and Hiromori (2007) used questionnaires in a pre-test/post-test design to 

determine the effectiveness of a group presentation activity on enhancing the 

intrinsic motivation of 78 university students. Their results revealed that while 

“less motivated students seemed to benefit the most from the satisfaction of the 

need for competence, students with a medium level of motivation required that 

both the need for autonomy and competence be met” (p. 60) in order to foster 

motivation. Tanaka (2009) conducted research with 52 university students using a 

series of four questionnaires regarding speaking and listening activities over one 

15-week semester. Tanaka’s (2009) findings in part aligned with those of the 

previous study, in that students’ need for and perception of competence most 

affected their motivation – they reported higher levels of motivation when they 

could feel success in understanding and through interacting and connecting with 

others (p. 244). 

In one way, the studies in this area suggest that students who have 

negative feelings about their competence or who experience failure, for example 

through a lack of comprehension, are more likely to become demotivated 

(Carpenter et al., 2009, pp. 262-263). Therefore, a vital understanding from this 

literature is that learner-internal perceptions of success or failure link with 

motivation. However, the studies by Tanaka and Hiromori (2007) and Tanaka 

(2009) also intimate that if Japanese students have opportunities to experience 

success, they may become more motivated. Perhaps the classroom may play a vital 

role in its presentation, or lack thereof, of such opportunities for success in the 

present that might foster students’ motivating images of a successful, future 
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English-using self? It followed that further investigation of the influence of the 

learner-external classroom environment on student motivation could reveal rich 

and nuanced understandings of my kosen students’ motivation. 

 

2.2.4 Classroom learning environments 

Government policy documents in Japan from the late 1980s onwards have 

emphasised the development of students’ communicative English abilities (Yoshida, 

2003). In 2002 a MEXT press release linked a need for English communicative 

ability with globalisation: 

With the progress of globalization in the economy and in society, it is essential that our 

children acquire communication skills in English, which has become a common 

international language, in order for living in the 21st century. This has become an 

extremely important issue both in terms of the future of our children and the further 

development of Japan as a nation. (MEXT, 2002, para. 1) 

A 2003 MEXT document again stressed the intention for a communicative focus to 

lessons in Japanese schools and outlined a clear vision of the style of lesson that 

one might expect at junior- and senior-high schools in order to foster 

“communicative ability”: 

Instruction mainly based on grammar and translation or teacher-centred classes are not 

recommended. Through … activities making use of English as a means of communication,  

the learning of vocabulary and grammar should be enhanced, and communication 

abilities in ‘listening,’ ‘speaking,’ ‘reading,’ and ‘writing’ should be fostered. … To carry 

out such instruction effectively, it is important for teachers to establish many situations 

where students can communicate with each other in English. (MEXT, 2003, para. 3-4) 

However, research by Kikuchi and Browne (2009) suggests that despite MEXT’s 

(2003) stated intentions, EFL classroom teaching in Japan has not become more 
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communicatively focused. Kikuchi and Browne asked first-year university students 

to rate how closely pedagogic goals from the 2003 English Course of Study 

guidelines matched their actual experience at high school. Results revealed that 

53% of students strongly disagreed with the statement “I studied how to use 

English to communicate about everyday topics” and 68% strongly disagreed with 

an item stating “Our teacher had us discuss and exchange opinions in English about 

reading and listening activities” (p. 187). 

Students’ perceptions about the non-communicative nature of 

high-school English lessons are evident in a study by Falout, Murphey, Elwood and 

Hood (2008). In a rare application of qualitative data collection in Japanese EFL 

learning research, Falout et al. asked university students to write “advice letters” to 

their secondary-school English teachers. The results showed the majority of 

students “expressed a desire for more chances and time to practice oral 

communication skills and less time on grammar…and less teacher-centred 

classrooms” (p. 18). These results are highly relevant to my research because 

studies of the specific context of kosen classrooms also suggest that EFL learning is 

focused on grammar translation and teacher-centred lessons rather than 

communicative activities (Humphries, 2011; Koseneigo kenkyuuiinkai, 2008). 

A limited amount of research gave voice to Japanese students’ desire for 

more communicative and active lessons, and drew attention to their continued 

experiences of teacher-centred classrooms (Falout et al., 2008; Kikuchi & Browne, 

2009). A critical issue that emerges from this body of research is the extent of 

influence on students’ motivation of learner-externally determined lesson style. 
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2.2.5 The influence of classroom language lessons on 

(de)motivation 

Questionnaire studies by Kikuchi (2009) and Kikuchi and Sakai (2009), in which 

university students reflected on their past EFL studies, revealed a wide variety of 

elements from Japanese EFL classrooms that reduce motivation in students. From 

these studies, three demotivating factors emerge: pedagogical materials, a focus on 

tests and entrance examinations, and lesson style involving non-communicative 

methods such as grammar-translation with a memorisation focus. These results, 

although elicited through quantitative means, nevertheless align with Falout et al.’s 

(2008) study calling for more interactive, student-centred lessons. 

A mixed-method study by Carpenter et al. (2009) is particularly revealing 

of the negative effects of lessons on students’ motivation. Carpenter et al. invited 

285 Japanese university students studying a range of specialisations to draw 

timelines of their English language learning motivation; they were also asked to 

write language learning histories, and complete a questionnaire. Carpenter et al. 

found that students who had negative experiences early on in their formal English 

studies (from junior-high school) developed progressively lower motivational 

trajectories, whilst those students with positive experiences of an initial learning 

environment related much higher levels of subsequent motivation (p. 263). 

Taken together, the findings from these studies suggested that 

learner-external factors from lessons that are perceived negatively by students, 

such as classrooms involving passive learning, an examination focus, or 

uninteresting materials, strongly affect motivational outcomes for learners. 
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Although high-stakes entrance examinations are not a prominent influence on 

kosen students after their entry to the college, the literature furthermore implied 

that the ways in which students perceive their junior-high school English lessons 

may continue to affect their motivational trajectories even after they have entered 

kosen. In order to gauge the validity of findings from regular education settings in 

Japan to the particular context of this study, I searched the literature for research 

on motivation in kosen. 

 

2.2.6 (De)motivation in kosen EFL learning 

As described in Chapter 1, the kosen system exists in parallel to high schools and 

universities (five years spanning the three years of senior-high school and the first 

two years of university), serving students who wish to study engineering and 

technology from an earlier age. The number of students involved is relatively low, 

but these colleges in some ways provide an alternative to highly formalised and 

academically oriented “regular education”: 

Every year, about 1 percent of Japanese 15-year-olds turn away from [emphasis added] 

high school. Then they turn into full-time nerds-in-training, enrolling in colleges where 

they make robots and write software, test diodes and study English, dirty their hands on 

factory floors. (Harden, 2011, p. 1) 

In parallel with findings from the general Japanese educational context, a 

longitudinal study by Kunishige, Takahashi, and Harada (2011) shows a broad 

pattern of demotivation towards EFL learning for many kosen students: There was 

a sharp drop in the number of students who studied English outside lessons in the 

second grade; and by the fourth grade the number who studied English outside 
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class was about equal to the number who did not study at all (p. 18). However, the 

researchers also found that students’ interest in English remained consistent and 

there was an increase in recognition by students of the need for English as they 

progressed through the grades at kosen (pp. 17-19). 

This finding gains importance in combination with results of studies by 

Nakai (2011) and Otani (2001). Nakai conducted an investigation of the EFL 

motivation of 191 first-year kosen students using a questionnaire, with results 

revealing that most participants (74%) linked their motivation with the view that 

English was necessary for future work (p. 66). Otani found similar results at the 

kosen where he was a teacher, with 54% of students from the five grades 

connecting the importance of English with their future career (p. 203). However, 

Otani’s research is critical in that it also revealed a vital discrepancy through the 

analysis of qualitative data from an open-ended section of the questionnaire: 

Although the students recognised English as important for their future occupations, 

the content of their goals for study was extremely vague. Otani concluded that 

many of these kosen students had what he termed “big motivation” involving 

“non-concrete aspirations and vague, second-hand acceptance of gossip from 

society about the need for English” (p. 201 – my translation), but were unclear 

about “small motivation” involving concrete steps towards their larger hopes (p. 

202). 
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2.2.7 Summary 

The literature from the kosen setting broadly agreed that students are aware of the 

need for English in their future for occupations. However, despite Otani’s (2001) 

insightful findings, studies in the kosen context did not show how students’ 

concrete actions and experiences in classrooms in the present link to their 

awareness of the relevance of study for a future English-using self. Although the 

review of the literature from kosen and the regular education setting in Japan 

revealed learner-internal and -external factors that affect motivation and 

demotivation, what was striking was that few studies directly considered the 

interplay between these factors. One possible explanation is that the overwhelming 

majority of research into motivation in the Japanese EFL classroom has used 

large-scale, quantitative methods, including surveys and retrospective 

investigation of motivational change. In asking learners to respond to pre-set 

statements, such instruments may not sufficiently allow participants to explore 

their own understandings of their motivation. Moreover, and rather surprisingly, 

although the research is focused on learner motivation in Japanese EFL classrooms, 

very few of these studies actually take place in the classroom. Qualitative methods 

might therefore be more facilitative in giving voice to the complex, dynamic 

experiences of students in the language learning classroom, and may be more 

revealing of the interaction between learner-internal and -external factors. 

The small number of studies that I could obtain from the kosen setting 

indicated that further qualitative investigation of the connections between 

students’ ideas of an “English-using self”, their classroom experiences and 
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motivation would potentially not only augment my own understandings of my 

students, but also be a valuable addition to the research literature. As such, the 

review of the literature suggested that a framework incorporating both 

learner-internal and -external factors might prove beneficial in interpreting and 

understanding the language learning motivation of my kosen students. The chapter 

now turns its attention to one such framework. 

 

2.3 A move to a socio-dynamic approach to language learning motivation 

It is evident from the discussion in the previous subsections that language learning 

motivation has attracted considerable attention from researchers, not least in 

Japan. The early work of Gardner and Lambert is fundamental to research in this 

field. Gardner and Lambert’s (1972) classic model of motivation in second 

language acquisition focused strongly on the notion of integrative motivation, 

which was defined as a desire to assimilate into the target language community or 

to “come closer to the other language community” (Gardner, 2001, p. 5). 

However, recent years have seen a number of reconceptualisations of the 

phenomenon. When English is perceived as a tool by a wide variety of different 

communities, there appears to be no one “other language community” to which 

learners might try to draw closer. As Ushioda and Dörnyei (2009) ask, “does it 

make sense to talk about integrative attitudes when ownership of English does not 

rest with a specific community of speakers?” (pp. 2-3). 

For the purposes of this research, the idea of integrative motivation 

appeared to be of limited value, especially considering the literature in the 
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previous sections indicating that Japanese learners are more motivated by an idea 

of an English-speaking community independent of nationality (Ryan, 2009b; 

Yashima, 2002). Dissatisfied with the integrative motive articulated by Gardner and 

Lambert (1972), Dörnyei (2005, 2009a) drew on the idea of possible selves 

elaborated earlier in the field of social psychology by scholars such as Higgins 

(1987) and Markus and Nurius (1986). Basing his work on a longitudinal study 

reported in Dörnyei, Csizér, and Nemeth (2006), Dörnyei reconceptualised the 

integrative motive in language learning. Rather than attempting to draw closer to 

an external community, Dörnyei proposed that learners attempt to draw closer to 

an ideal possible self. 

 

2.3.1 The theory of possible selves 

The concept of possible selves appeared in its current form in the literature in two 

key articles: Markus and Nurius (1986) and Higgins (1987). Markus and Nurius 

proposed that “possible selves are the ideal selves that we would very much like to 

become; they are also the selves we could become, and the selves we are afraid of 

becoming” (p. 954). In Markus and Nurius’ view, possible selves are images of 

ourselves and actions in possible future situations, some of which we might wish 

for whilst others we may want to avoid. Possible selves differ from goals in that 

they are more holistic, involving combinations of cognition, emotion, and vision 

into an experiential image (Dörnyei, 2009a). 

Whilst Markus and Nurius (1986) provided numerous examples of 

possible selves, Higgins (1987, pp. 320-321) more precisely defined two aspects: 
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Firstly, the ideal self is a representation of attributes one would ideally like to 

possess. Secondly, the ought self is a representation of obligations, felt expectations 

or responsibilities. In 1996 Higgins expanded the definition of the ought self to also 

include the person you do not want to be, echoing Markus and Nurius’ reference to 

a possible self that we want to avoid. 

Considering the notable ebb and flow of motivation evident in studies of 

motivation in Japan, a definition by Erikson (2007) adds clarity to the dynamic 

processes involved with possible selves. Erikson drew on research over the 20 

years since the original propositions to contend that: 

Possible selves are conceptions of our selves in the future, including, at least to some 

degree, an experience of being an agent in a future situation. Possible selves get vital 

parts of their meaning in interplay with the self-concept, which they in turn moderate, 

as well as from their social and cultural context. (p. 356) 

Erikson’s definition includes the concept of imagined experience playing an 

agentive role, involving a sense of narrative in which we imagine how the situation 

would feel “from the inside.” Erikson’s definition also clearly refers to dynamic 

interactions between self-concept and the environment, such as influences from 

social and cultural context in possible-self construction. Such an assertion finds 

agreement with the writing of Markus (2006), who contended that “the social 

world, particularly peoples’ relations with others, is very often the source of the 

materials for the creation of possible selves, and has a large hand in what, if 

anything, is done with them” (p. xii). 

The way in which internally-held possible-self images are constructed in 

interaction with the external environment holds considerable potential for 
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understanding the fluctuating EFL motivation that has been identified in Japan, 

especially considering the importance of learner-internal and -external influences 

on motivation detailed previously. It further suggested that the theory of possible 

selves could prove to be a useful construct in understanding the language learning 

motivation of my students. 

 

2.3.2 The L2 Motivational Self System 

Drawing on the theory of possible selves, Dörnyei (2009a) reconceptualised 

language learning motivation as the L2 Motivational Self System (hereafter L2MSS). 

The system is composed of three elements: Firstly, the Ideal L2 Self is the image of 

who we wish to become. It is our idea about our “best” possible self in the second 

language learning domain. Secondly, the Ought-to L2 Self is what one believes about 

external influences, the “attributes that one believes one ought to possess to meet 

expectations and to avoid possible negative outcomes” (Dörnyei, 2009a, p. 29; 

italics in original). These external influences are largely socially constructed, often 

by the explicit or perceived expectations of significant others. Lastly, the L2 

Learning Experience concerns the motives generated through the learning 

environment – elements such as the teacher, curriculum, lesson style, and so on. A 

range of published studies have claimed to validate the three elements and 

structure of the L2MSS in different contexts (see, e.g., Al-Shehri, 2009; Csizér & 

Kormos, 2009; Csizér & Lukács, 2010; Ryan, 2009b; Taguchi, Magid, & Papi, 2009). 

In order to outline the motivational processes of possible selves, Dörnyei 

(2009a) incorporated the work of Higgins and associates concerning 
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“self-discrepancy theory” (Higgins, 1987). This theory describes a process in which 

“we are motivated to reach a condition where our self-concept matches our 

personally relevant self-guides” (p. 321). Using self-discrepancy theory, Dörnyei 

(2009a; Dörnyei & Ushioda, 2011) argues that attempts to decrease the gap 

between our present self in context and future possible selves provide motivation 

in L2 learning. 

Dörnyei (2009a) and Dörnyei and Ushioda (2011) categorise a variety of 

conditions for the L2MSS to foster the development of motivation, derived from 

studies in settings other than second language learning (see, e.g., Hock et al., 2006; 

Oyserman, Bybee, & Terry, 2006; Oyserman & Markus, 1990; Oyserman, Terry, & 

Bybee, 2002; Sheldon & Lyubomirsky, 2006). I consulted this literature with the 

intention of examining how these categories might allow me to better understand 

my kosen students and change my classroom practice in order to foster their 

motivation. However, in connection with many of these categories a wide range of 

studies also drew attention to the significant role that individual variation and 

differing contexts play in the potential for motivation based on possible selves. 

 

2.3.2.1 Detailed future-self images, regularly activated 

As Oyserman and Fryberg (2006) note, adolescence is a time of creating, “trying 

on”, developing or discarding visions of future possible selves in different domains. 

Firstly, therefore, there is general agreement that in order to be motivating, 

future-self images must exist and be sufficiently detailed in a particular life area 

(Dörnyei, 2009a; Dörnyei & Ushioda, 2011; Markus & Ruvolo, 1989). This assertion 
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finds further support from research into the detailed visualisation of oneself 

conducting future actions in athlete training (Gould, Damarjian, & Greenleaf, 2002; 

Jones & Stuth, 1997). 

In addition to the requirement for detailed possible-self images to exist, 

research by Norman and Aron (2003) is informative in contributing a further, 

related condition for motivation - the need to regularly activate these possible 

selves. In a study with American undergraduate students, the results suggested 

that possible selves that were available – the ease with which the possible-self 

detail could be envisioned – and accessible – how easily they could be brought into 

awareness – had greater motivational potential (p. 505). As Sheldon and 

Lyubomirsky (2006) put it, the more often possible selves are instantiated into the 

working self-concept, the more they are likely to be accessible and affect action. 

Although these strategic implications were informative to understanding 

the development of my students’ motivation, research also indicated that the 

content and likelihood of activation through reflection on future possible selves 

varies by gender and culture (Knox, 2006; Oyserman & Fryberg, 2006; Unemori, 

Omoregie, & Markus, 2004). For example, Unemori et al. found that Japanese 

participants in their research generated twice as many career and education 

related possible selves as participants from other cultures (p. 333). Furthermore, 

Knox found both differences in the content of possible selves by gender (p. 63) and 

a trend for adolescent females to reflect on possible selves more than adolescent 

males (p. 71). 
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This literature suggested that there would be limitations to expecting all 

of my learners to hold possible-self images for a future “English-using self”. What 

the literature suggested was that to investigate my students’ motivation from a 

possible-selves perspective, I first needed to get a picture of their initial ideas of an 

English-using self. The literature also prompted me to consider what motivational 

benefits there might be in introducing activities that allowed students to develop 

and explore these English-using selves in the classroom. 

 

2.3.2.2 Plausible discrepancy between present- and future-self 

images 

Dörnyei and Ushioda (2011) argue that the future self must be plausibly yet 

sufficiently different from the current self. On the one hand, this means that one 

must feel the power to attain a possible self is within one’s own capabilities. Each 

individual has their own specific cognitive representations of what is indeed 

possible for themselves in their own particular circumstances (Ruvolo & Markus, 

1992). In addition to the necessity for detailed, readily accessible possible-self 

images, research by Norman and Aron (2003) revealed that “if an individual 

believes she or he has control over attaining (or avoiding) a particular possible self, 

motivation relevant to this possible self will be greater” (p. 505). 

On the other hand, however, there must also be a sufficient gap perceived 

between the present and future self. Oyserman and James (2009) assert that one 

aspect of the motivational power of possible selves is their likelihood of 

attainability in an inverse “U-shaped” function (p. 381). If the possible self is 
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perceived as not very different from the present self and seems attainable with 

minimal increase in current effort, it is unlikely to provide much motivation. 

Once more I was reminded of the necessity to investigate the images that 

my students held of their future English-using selves and whether they perceived 

these images as plausibly possible. These insights would be a valuable gauge of the 

motivational potential of students’ possible selves. 

 

2.3.2.3 Understanding of strategies to move towards future-self 

images 

Dörnyei & Ushioda (2011) contend that a combination of future-self images and 

concrete strategies is necessary for motivation to be translated into action in the 

present. This contention is supported by other research into the L2MSS (MacIntyre, 

Mackinnon, & Clément, 2009) and possible selves (Oyserman, Bybee, Terry, & 

Hart-Johnson, 2004; Taylor, Pham, Rivkin, & Armor, 1998). 

The research by Oyserman et al. (2004) with 160 American 

middle-school students however provides informative insights into individual 

variation related to this proposed link. Students in Oyserman et al.’s study were 

asked to write about expectations and concerns for the following year, and 

strategies they planned to use to move towards or away from these possible selves. 

Although the study revealed that the majority of participants held visions of 

possible selves focusing on wanting to do well in school, there was again variation 

in individual ability to link these images with action plans to attain them. Of critical 

importance, only those with a range of simple, concrete strategies to work towards 
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their future self showed significant improvement in measures of academic 

achievement such as GPA and observation of attitudes by teachers (p. 144). 

This area of possible-self research strongly recalled the findings from the 

kosen context by Otani (2001). Whilst his students held what he termed big 

motivation – ideas of the necessity of English for a future career – through a 

qualitative element of his research he also found that most students were unable to 

write about concrete actions in the present that might move them towards this 

possible English-using self (p. 202). The notion of a connection between present 

actions and strategies and a more distal possible self therefore offered an 

invaluable tool for investigating the motivation of my kosen learners, because “it is 

[the] system of specific proximal subgoals that distinguishes reality-based future 

goals from empty dreams and fantasies” (Miller & Brickman, 2004, p. 16). I 

therefore next searched the literature to find ways in which I could encourage 

students to connect their present actions in my lessons with their developing 

possible selves. 

 

2.3.2.4 Congruence between future-self images 

Dörnyei and Ushioda (2011) assert that ideal- and ought-to-selves might foster 

motivation to a greater extent when they are congruent. Their claim resonates with 

other research findings. Of significance to educational settings, adolescence is a 

period marked by increased efforts to fit in with peer norms and behaviour, which 

might not always run in parallel with individually held possible-self ideas 

(Bukowski, Bergevin, & Miners, 2011; Kiesner, Cadinu, Poulin, & Bucci, 2002). 



Chapter Two – Initial Groundings from the Literature  耕地 

 

 55 

Research by Pizzolato (2006) with university students offers a perceptive glimpse 

into the potential influence of those people in the surrounding context on students’ 

possible selves. Reflecting the research in the previous subsection, the participants 

in Pizzolato’s study were in fact able to discuss procedural schemas involving 

strategies to move towards their possible selves (p. 64), suggesting the potential 

for motivation. However, they also frequently reflected on conflicts between their 

own possible-self goals and the influences of relationships with important others 

such as peers or family members (p. 65). Pizzolato concluded that a lack of 

congruence between one’s own ideal-self ideas and perceived expectations or 

group norms making up ought-to-self ideas may negatively affect motivation. 

Other studies pointed to individual difference in the influence on possible 

selves of social comparisons during adolescence (Kemmelmeier & Oyserman, 

2001a; Kemmelmeier & Oyserman, 2001b). Moreover, the research also reveals the 

tendency to socially compare as linked to contextual perceptions of the task at 

hand, with a range of researchers finding that inclination towards an ought-to self 

or ideal self can be momentarily induced in reaction to particular situations or 

activities (see, e.g., Higgins et al., 2001; Shah & Higgins, 1997; Shah, Higgins, & 

Friedman, 1998). As a result, although Dörnyei and Ushioda (2011) asserted the 

motivational benefits of ideal and ought-to possible selves being congruent, the 

review of the literature left me wondering how I could foster such congruency, 

considering the individual differences in the learners making up my class in the 

kosen. 
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2.3.2.5 Counterbalance between positive and negative future-self 

images 

There is general agreement that balance in positive and negative possible selves 

provides an additive form of motivation that has a greater and more varied effect 

on behaviour than one or the other alone (Hoyle & Sherrill, 2006; Oyserman et al., 

2006; Oyserman & Markus, 1990). Dörnyei and Ushioda (2011) argue that balance 

between positive and negative future-self images fosters an ideal-self image to 

provide a “pull” whilst a feared-self image provides a “push”.  

Oyserman and Markus’s (1990) research into delinquent youth makes a 

critical contribution in this area. They concluded that without the pulling influence 

of a positive possible self, one may be more susceptible to despondency through 

focusing purely on a feared self. In addition, they claimed that individuals with 

various positive possible selves may have difficulty focusing on one specific 

possible self, in which case a matched feared self might foster persistence in the 

pursuit of the positive possible self in the same domain (p. 123). 

However, it has also been found that degree of balance and action 

resultant from matching positive and feared possible selves varies with culture 

(Lee, Aaker, & Gardner, 2000; Unemori et al., 2004). For example, research by 

Unemori et al. showed that rather than balanced positive and negative possible 

selves, Japanese people generated matched possible selves with the same thematic 

content, for example, “expect to be idle” and “fear to be idle” (p. 335). Unemori et al. 

drew on prior research into cultural differences to conclude that this may stem 

from a tendency for self-criticism and modesty in Japanese culture.  
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What is clear therefore is the value of possible-self activities that attempt 

to promote counter-balance between the positive and negative selves. However, the 

literature also highlights what we might call the very situated nature of 

possible-self images. I was intrigued as to how bringing to kosen students’ 

attention various positive and negative possible selves might affect their 

motivation and engagement in my lessons. 

 

2.3.3 Applications of possible-self theory 

The conditions for motivation from possible-selves imagery that Dörnyei and 

Ushioda (2011) categorise provided a useful set of theoretical starting points for 

investigating the motivation of my kosen students. However, I was left wondering 

how I could practically introduce activities to a whole-class setting that might 

engage my students and allow them to reflect on their English learning. Moreover, 

there was a significant body of literature pointing to variation between individuals 

in the potential for motivation from possible selves. 

In discerning the conditions for motivation from possible selves, Dörnyei 

and Ushioda (2011) drew on a wide range of research into possible-self 

“interventions” from fields other than language learning; examples include 

minority groups (see, e.g., Destin & Oyserman, 2009; Lee & Oyserman, 2007), 

academic motivation and outcomes (Hock et al., 2006; Oyserman et al., 2006) and 

life and career planning (Plimmer & Schmidt, 2006; Ronfeldt & Grossman, 2008). 

Albeit predominantly from North America, these studies provide convincing 

evidence of positive outcomes from encouraging reflection on possible selves. My 
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search of the literature revealed that there is currently little research on the 

application of possible-self theory to fostering classroom language learning 

motivation. I located two key studies from general educational settings that 

suggested ways in which holistic, integrated programs that introduce a variety of 

possible-self activities may work to bring about positive change in classroom 

contexts across individuals.  

 

2.3.3.1 The possible-selves program 

In alignment with my own concerns, Hock et al. (2006) noticed a gap between 

theoretical work regarding the possible-self construct in the field of social 

psychology and practical application of the theory in real-life situations. They 

developed a possible-selves intervention in the United States involving junior-high 

school students and student athletes in the first year of university. In this study, 

students were assigned to one of two groups: a control group that took part in 

usual career-orientation and academic counseling programs at their institution, or 

an experimental group that participated in the possible-selves program. 

Hock et al. (2006) describe in valuable detail the activities involved in 

their program, which was divided into six stages: In the first two stages, teachers 

assisted students to identify positive experiences, skills and interests, and then 

outlined hopes, expectations and fears in particular life areas. Following this, 

students drew a connected image of expressions from the previous stage as a 

“possible-self tree”. The students then discussed their possible-self tree and 

thought about how learning could support the whole tree. The teachers and 
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students next worked on action plans involving longer-term hopes, a short-term 

goal on the road to the hope, tasks to reach the goal, and finally a timeline to 

complete the particular tasks focusing on areas from the possible-self tree. In the 

final stage, students revised and reviewed goals, action plans, hopes, expectations 

and fears and connected them to current learning. 

Hock et al. (2006) found that participation in the possible-selves program 

produced very positive effects. The participants identified more specific and 

detailed life goals across a broader range than participants in the control group. 

There was also a higher rate of retention and graduation amongst the students who 

participated in the possible-selves program and higher average GPA than students 

in the control group. As a result, Hock et al. concluded that their program may 

serve an important educational function, in that “once students begin to see the 

relevance of academic skills, knowledge, and effort as the means to attain what 

they have identified as important hopes for the future, commitment to learning 

may follow” (p. 216). 

Although the review of past research in the previous section revealed 

individual variation in the degree of ability to construct possible selves and the 

tendency to reflect on them between individuals, what particularly caught my 

attention from Hock et al.’s (2006) study was the possible-self tree activity. Not 

only did the program apparently foster positive motivational outcomes, but the 

detail that the researchers provided in describing activities related to this 

possible-self tree allowed me to conceptualise a concrete way of assisting my 

students to develop detailed possible-self images. Further, the study also revealed 



Chapter Two – Initial Groundings from the Literature  耕地 

 

 60 

the potential to foster a clear connection between present- and future-selves 

through the use of such activities in combination with exploration of strategies that 

students could use to support their possible selves. 

 

2.3.3.2 The school-to-jobs intervention 

Studies by Oyserman and associates (see, e.g., Oyserman et al., 2002; Oyserman et 

al. 2006) specifically focus on links between possible selves and self-regulatory 

behaviour in academic settings. In particular, the research reported in Oyserman et 

al. (2006) fostered positive academic behavioural change, and once again provided 

a detailed account of the program that developed. What was especially illuminating 

from this study was the potential it suggested for bringing individuals together to 

work cooperatively in order to foster congruence between ideal-self ideas and 

social identities through reflection and the introduction of activities in a shared 

context. 

The program consisted of 11 sessions: In the first 2 sessions, students 

discussed skills or abilities that would assist them to study for that year, and 

selected photographs as images of their adult, successful possible selves. In 

sessions 3 and 4, students drew positive role models and negative forces, as well as 

timelines into the future considering divergent paths and obstacles they may face. 

The next 3 sessions involved students using poster boards to link specific 

strategies to move towards or away from next-year expected or feared possible 

selves. In sessions 8, 9 and 10, students worked in small groups on collaboratively 

solving social, academic and everyday problems. In the last stage, students 
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reflected on the sessions to help them make their ideas and experiences over the 

sessions more concrete. 

Oyserman et al. (2006) conducted a 2-year intervention with 264 

American students from low-income households moving from junior- to 

senior-high school. Results revealed that the possible-self images of students in the 

program altered markedly, which in turn affected behavioural change. Participants’ 

school attendance improved, as did their participation in lessons and time spent on 

homework, further leading to higher GPA (p. 201). 

Of key significance for my study, Oyserman et al. (2006) argued that in 

their school-based intervention, “structured group activities evoked academically 

focused possible-selves [and] made clear that academic possible-selves were held 

by peers (and therefore something that ‘we’ aspire to)” (p. 200). As a potential 

starting-point to fostering congruency between ideal and ought-to possible selves, 

these ideas illustrated the possibilities of developing a classroom atmosphere with 

my students in which not only were individual possible-self ideas fostered, but also 

one in which peers were supportive of each other’s ideal-self images. 

 

2.4 Chapter summary 

The review of the literature in the second section of this chapter suggested that 

theoretically the L2MSS (Dörnyei, 2009a) held great promise towards exploring 

the classroom language learning motivation of my kosen students. The three 

elements of the L2MSS – the ideal- and ought-to-selves, and the language learning 

experience – provided good fit with the literature reviewed in the first section of 
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the chapter, which indicated learner-internal and -external influences on 

motivation of EFL students in Japan. However, as I have argued previously, a major 

limitation of the existing EFL motivation research in Japan to date has been its 

failure to consider in any depth the interplay between these learner-internal and 

-external influences. 

In fact, a clear gap in research is identified by Dörnyei (2009a) when he 

introduces the language learning experience element of the L2MSS, writing that 

“this component is conceptualized at a different level from the two self-guides and 

future research will hopefully elaborate on the self-aspects of this bottom-up 

process [emphasis added]” (p. 29). Although a number of quantitative validation 

studies of the L2MSS have been conducted investigating its elements and structure, 

these studies do not describe adequately the subjective understandings of the 

dynamic processes involved in language learning motivation. The review of 

necessary conditions for motivation from the L2MSS proposed by Dörnyei and 

Ushioda (2011) revealed a range of research showing variation between 

individuals that might challenge the usefulness of these categories. However, the 

literature also strongly pointed to the importance of interaction between the 

individual and environment for motivation from possible selves, through 

contextualised activation, ideas of what is plausibly possible in one’s life situation, 

and the influences of particular tasks or peer-relations on possible-self 

congruence. 

Indeed, the research literature indicated that interventions and 

applications of possible-self activities might have beneficial effects on learners and 
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help enhance motivation for language learning. What is outstanding for the 

language educator is the potential for holistic possible-self interventions to foster 

positive learning outcomes for students. In parallel with a paucity of 

classroom-based research into the motivation of Japanese EFL learners, this review 

revealed that research involving applications of activities based on the L2MSS 

framework to classroom teaching are currently still rare. This evident gap in the 

literature presented the opportunity to design a classroom-based study that would 

work to investigate and address the problem of low motivation for learning English 

of my kosen students. By using a qualitative approach, such research might 

contribute to providing much needed insights into Japanese students’ motivation 

in classroom EFL learning from the students’ perspectives, and could generate 

understandings of the effects of introduced activities to improve learning 

outcomes. 

Chapter 3 outlines the methods used in the study and their underlying 

epistemological and ontological foundations. 
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Chapter Three 

方向 

Directions in Researching EFL Classroom Motivation 

 

3.1 Introduction 

This study grew out of my concerns at my past and present students’ apparent lack 

of engagement in EFL learning and their seeming inability to see the relevance of 

their studies. My role as a homeroom and classroom teacher for first-grade 

students provided a unique opportunity to explore the language learning 

motivation of these newly arrived students whilst also working to make their EFL 

studies more relevant. While the literature confirmed that low motivation is a 

widespread problem in Japan, it also helped establish the need for studies that 

investigate motivation in context in the language learning classroom. The review of 

literature further served to inform the design of a research study that could explore 

my students’ motivation and views of a future English self. 

At the commencement of the study I developed two specific aims (see also 

Chapter 6 for a detailed rationale of how and why these aims were expanded after 

the completion of data collection): 

1. to gain a clearer picture of the ways in which self-concept affects 

language learner motivation; and 

2. to explore the ways in which teacher-instigated change-action might 

affect students’ motivation. 

These aims clearly indicated that qualitative methods would provide the most 

appropriate tools for collecting and interpreting the experiences of members of the 
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class group. A research approach based on positivist understandings that tested 

hypotheses about fixed variables would not provide the texture of subjective 

experience in which I was interested. Moreover, through uncovering an 

overwhelming majority of quantitative research in Japan, the review of the 

literature firmed up my conviction that a qualitative study could add much to 

understandings of language learning motivation in this context. Although 

conducted in different educational settings, the possible-self interventions (Hock et 

al., 2006; Oyserman et al., 2006) suggested the possibility of very positive 

outcomes for participants. My review of the strategic implications of the L2MSS 

(Dörnyei & Ushioda, 2011) inspired me to consider ways of introducing 

change-action to the classroom to foster similar positive outcomes and deepen my 

understanding of the motivation of my own students. 

Thus, as outlined in Chapter 1, the research questions at the beginning of 

my study were as follows (see also Chapter 6 for the reasoning behind revision and 

expansion of the research questions after the completion of data collection): 

1. How do the participants express their ideas of an English-using self at 

the commencement of the study? 

2. What ideas of an English-using self emerge among the participants 

from experience of the classroom? 

3. In what ways do shared understandings of an English-using self 

appear to affect the participants’ motivation to learn English? 

These research questions pointed to the adoption of a flexible research approach 

through which change could be introduced to the classroom, and which would 

allow exploration of this change dynamically. One method with which I was already 

familiar, action research, has been held up as particularly useful to allow multiple 
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perspectives from participants in a group situation of change (Cohen, Manion, & 

Morrison, 2011). 

 

3.2 Action research 

Action research is currently used in a wide range of forms (Reason & Bradbury, 

2006) in order to understand change in settings involving humans. It in many cases 

seeks to “bring together action and reflection, theory and practice, in participation 

with others, in the pursuit of practical solutions to issues of pressing concern to 

people” (Reason & Bradbury, 2006, p. 1). 

A fundamental methodological process in action research is a series of 

research “cycles” (Lewin, 1948). Initially, a problem or challenging issue is 

recognised. Change-action is developed in order to explore the problem and move 

towards outcomes that participants perceive as beneficial. As Burns (2011) argues, 

action research employs “deliberate intervention through strategic action” to 

“work towards meaningful change” (p. 238). The actual outcomes are then 

reflected on, with data elicited from participants concerning the implemented 

change-action being used to create further change in a following cycle. These 

processes are visualised in Figure 4. 

 



Chapter Three – Directions in Researching EFL Classroom Motivation       方向 

 

 68 

 

Figure 4: Cyclical model of action research (adapted by the present author from 

Burns, 2010, p. 9). 

 

Action research is concerned with contributing to new practices, through 

action, and new knowledge and theory, through research into this action (McNiff & 

Whitehead, 2011). In other words, action research focuses on concrete issues and 

moving towards better practice and the sharing of understandings gained from 

exploration of these issues. It is intended to reduce the distance between research 

and practice, bringing those involved in organisations into the research process 

(Somekh, 1995, p. 340). In educational settings, as Waters-Adams (2006) contends, 

this means action research is an attempt to understand and interpret professional 

action from the “inside”, conducted by practitioners on experience of the classroom 

or other educational context by participants – for example, students, teachers, or 

administrators.  

 

3.2.1 Paradigmatic foundations of action research 

Hitchcock and Hughes (1995) argue that ontological assumptions give rise to 

epistemological assumptions, in turn giving rise to methodological considerations 

and approaches to data collection and analysis (p. 21). That is, our philosophy 
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about the nature of reality informs our view of what is considered knowledge and 

ways of researching. These factors come together to form a paradigm, “a 

comprehensive belief system, world view, or framework that guides research and 

practice in a field” (Willis, 2007, p. 8). 

The positioning of action research paradigmatically is not straightforward. 

Due to the focus on exploring the perspectives of humans involved in particular 

contexts, there is a tendency in the literature to position action research within an 

interpretive, qualitative paradigm (Cohen, Manion, & Morrison, 2011; Lincoln & 

Guba, 2005). This positioning is largely founded on the understanding that the 

interpretation of a particular setting in action research places it in opposition to an 

objective, positivist philosophy (Hitchcock & Hughes, 1995). As Burns (2011) 

points out, however, qualitative research itself is founded on varied philosophies 

such as phenomenology, ethnography, grounded theory, social constructivism and 

critical theory (p. 241). 

From the literature, the focus of the action research study – in Newton 

and Burgess’s (2008) terms, the “arena of human action” (p. 21) being considered – 

seems to link with the philosophical underpinnings of that approach to action 

research. Although there is also overlap, across texts there is a common distinction 

between action research that focuses on (a) technical knowledge building and 

improvement, (b) practical exploration of (personal/group) action, and (c) 

critical-emancipatory-participatory studies (Burns, 2005; Cohen et al., 2011; 

Grundy, 1982; Masters, 1995; Newton & Burgess, 2008; Noffke, 1997). The 

paradigmatic underpinnings vary between these differently focused approaches to 



Chapter Three – Directions in Researching EFL Classroom Motivation       方向 

 

 70 

action research (see Table 1). 

 

Table 1 

Links Between Different Foci of Action Research and Philosophical Underpinnings 

(adapted from Burns, 2005; Masters, 1995; Newton & Burgess, 2008; Noffke, 1997) 

AR Focus Technical AR Practical AR Critical AR 

Philosophical 

Base 

Natural sciences Hermeneutics Critical theory 

Ontology (nature 

of reality) 

Single; measurable Multiple, constructed, 

holistic 

Interrelated with 

social/political power 

structures 

Research 

Problem 

Defined in advance 

(problem-posing) 

Defined in context 

(problem solving) 

Defined in context based 

on values clarification 

(problematising) 

Epistemology 

(understandings 

of knowledge) 

Separate, 

deductive/predictive, 

causes and effects 

Inductive, descriptive 

based on interaction of 

external context and 

individual thinking, 

theory producing 

Inductive, emancipatory, 

theory producing, 

embedded in society 

Research 

Purpose 

To discover “laws” of 

underlying reality 

To understand what 

occurs and the meaning 

people make of 

experiences 

To uncover and 

understand what 

impedes equal practices 

Change 

Outcomes 

Short-lived Potentially longer 

lasting, dependent on 

participants 

Social change, 

emancipation 

 

Although such paradigmatic foundations of different forms of action 

research are to be found in the literature, I was also aware of criticisms regarding 

action research in practice by teacher-researchers in educational settings. 

Particularly in the field of language teaching, emphasis has been placed on 
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classroom problem solving and improvement of practice (Burns, 2011, p. 240). As 

Lytle (2000) argues, there has been increasing “debate about whether [such] 

teacher research is a new paradigm, a new genre of research that is part of a wider 

social and political movement, or even qualifies, epistemologically and 

methodologically, as research at all” [emphasis in original] (p. 694). The debate 

centres around whether teacher-researchers are equipped with the training to 

fully develop knowledge claims from their research that are based on sound 

philosophical foundations and methods of data collection appropriate to the 

research problem (Jarvis, 2001; Newton & Burgess, 2008). Indeed, Burns (2005) 

notes that one of the challenges to AR approaches in educational settings is the 

difficulty of defining them paradigmatically, and as such there is a resultant need to 

“provide full and adequate details of the epistemological approaches and 

assumptions underpinning the research” (p. 67). 

Whilst in terms of this thesis I am a PhD candidate undertaking an 

academic study, I also consider myself a teacher-researcher most interested in 

attempting to further my understanding of my students’ motivation for English 

study. As a teacher-researcher, I wanted to provide a philosophical grounding to my 

study that was as sound as possible. I was not convinced that the literature from 

the action research field provided this base, or that it matched my own personal 

philosophies. When considering the implementation of this study, I had been 

reading about ideas of complex systems theory applied to language learning (e.g., 

Dörnyei, 2007; Larsen-Freeman & Cameron, 2008a). The importance that this 

theory places on dynamic interactions seemed to mesh well with the interplay 
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between learner-internal and -external elements revealed in the Japanese EFL 

motivation research. I therefore turned to the literature regarding complex systems 

theory to assess what it might offer as a potential philosophical foundation to my 

action research study. 

 

3.3 Complex systems theory 

In the scientific field there are three types of systems – simple, complicated, and 

complex. Simple systems involve a small number of similar components that are 

connected and interact with each other in a predictable and unchanging fashion 

(Weaver, 1948). Systems of this type include trajectories and collisions. 

Complicated systems are used with statistical and probability Mathematics. 

Complicated systems involve thousands or millions of components but again the 

components and interactions between components do not change. Examples 

include molecular interactions or astronomical phenomena. Complicated systems 

are considered to be predictable because “the system as a whole possesses certain 

orderly and analysable average properties” [emphasis added] (Weaver, 1948, p. 

538). Simple and complicated systems are mechanical; they can be dismantled and 

put together again with the same function (Davis & Sumara, 2006). 

However, the third kind of system, a complex system, cannot be 

dismantled in such a way. Despite the understanding that this kind of system can 

involve fewer components than a complicated system, it reveals “organized 

complexity” (Weaver, 1948, p. 539) in that the interactions between components 

are not orderly and the components themselves change through mutual 
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co-adaptation. The system becomes an organised whole because of these 

interactions, and attempting to dismantle it would remove one of the co-specifying 

elements that produce the organic whole. Mitchell (2009) defines complex systems 

as “system[s] in which large networks of components with no central control and 

simple rules of operation give rise to complex collective behaviour, sophisticated 

information processing, and adaptation via learning or evolution” (Mitchell, 2009, 

p. 13). Examples of this kind of system include ecologies, cities or economies. 

 

3.3.1 Philosophical underpinnings of complex systems theory 

The spread of complex systems theory began relatively recently in the fields of 

mathematics, physics and biology through explorations of neural network theories, 

cybernetics, artificial intelligence, non-linear dynamics such as dissipative 

structures and fractal theories, evolutionary biology, and economics (Davis & 

Sumara, 2006). Perhaps as a result of the variety of input in the emergence of 

complexity theories, Richardson and Cilliers (2001) discern three different 

approaches to the study of these complex systems that engender different 

ontological and epistemological stances. Firstly, reductionist complexity science or 

hard complexity science is aligned with the use of algebraic expressions to reduce 

complex systems to a set of general principles, and as such is closely related with 

empirical positivistic thought (Richardson & Cilliers, 2001, p. 6). A second 

approach has been termed soft complexity science, using metaphors from 

complexity theories to understand or explain phenomenon (see, e.g., Eoyang, 2004, 

applying complex systems metaphors to human organisational practice). However, 
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I concur with Richardson and Cilliers (2001, p. 7) who argue that merely 

borrowing language from another area leads to problems because the 

understandings on which the language is based may not be present. 

A final approach, termed complexity thinking, draws more on the 

philosophical consequences of complexity understandings, and as such offered the 

most potential to underpin my action research into classroom EFL motivation. 

Drawing on a complex ideation of human systems, social reality is conceived as 

both external and internal to the individual at the same time and across time 

dynamically. The individual, as part of innumerable social, cultural, or linguistic 

systems, is influenced in behaviour by these systems (The Five Graces Group, 2009, 

p. 3). However, at the same time the individual acts within these systems, changing 

the form of the systems with every action or utterance. 

A complexity ontology understands that due to constant interactions 

between systems at innumerable levels, there is co-adaptation as the individual 

both influences and shapes reality through interaction, whilst at the same time 

being influenced and shaped by reality. It is in such a sense that Kuhn (2007) 

argues that in complex systems theory, “not only are the knower and the known 

dynamic, self-organizing and emerging, the relationship of the knower to the 

known is likewise dynamic, self-organizing and emerging” (p. 173). 

Due to this understanding of the co-forming nature of reality, a 

complexity epistemology considers that knowing is provisional and limited, and 

that understandings of phenomenon are not explanatory or predictive but 

interpretive (Alhadeff-Jones, 2008, p. 77). Such interpretive knowledge exists in 
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interaction with reality: 

Descriptions of the universe are actually part of the universe. Hence, the universe 

changes as descriptions of the universe change … Knowledge in this frame is understood 

to inhere in interactions—that is, to be embodied or enacted in the ever-unfolding 

choreography of action with/in the universe. (Davis & Sumara, 2005, p. 314) 

In contrast to a positivist, reductionist epistemology in which a system is reduced 

to its componential parts, studied objectively in the search for truths considered 

fixed and absolute (Radford, 2008), “a complexity-oriented epistemology favours 

understanding phenomena as part of a fabric of relations” (Alhadeff-Jones, 2008, p. 

68). 

Scholars of complexity thinking argue that approaches to research and 

collection of data must vary depending on their appropriateness for the particular 

circumstances under investigation (Richardson & Cilliers, 2001, p. 12). In research 

dealing with human social systems, reductionist approaches are insufficient as the 

behaviour and influence of every component part involved can never be fully 

known (Mason, 2008, p. 44). As Larsen-Freeman and Cameron (2008b) contend in 

discussing the integration of complex systems approaches with Applied Linguistics 

research, “from a complexity theory perspective, knowing about the parts 

individually is insufficient because complexity theorists are interested in 

understanding how the interaction of the parts gives rise to new patterns of 

behaviour” [emphasis added] (p. 201). To this end, complexity thinking 

understands research as an interpretation of such interactions, an interpretation in 

dialogue with reality. Davis and Sumara (2005) argue that a complexity perspective 

understands these interpretations are necessarily partial and takes a pragmatic 
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approach toward representations emergent from research: How useful are they? 

What do they do? What do they involve? What do they foreground and what do 

they background? (pp. 34-35). 

 

3.4 Action research and a complex systems philosophy 

My review of literature at this time convinced me that complex systems 

perspectives provided a sound grounding for my action research. In action 

research, teacher-researchers attempt not only to interpret the complexity of the 

learning environment but also to describe its continuing alteration through the 

perceptions of participants, whilst concurrently working cooperatively to produce 

more effective conditions for all participants. The following sections detail 

complementarities between complex systems theory and action research that 

suggested this combination of philosophy and methodology to be particularly 

applicable to the study of my EFL learners’ motivation. 

 

3.4.1 Focus on change 

Dörnyei and Ushioda (2011, pp. 248-249) contend that motivation research 

drawing on complexity theory ought to focus on change. In action research, 

teacher-researchers use longitudinal designs to “deliberately introduce ‘noise’ into 

the system” and this “investigation of the system’s response to a perturbation 

contributes to a deeper understanding of system dynamics” (Larsen-Freeman & 

Cameron, 2008b, p. 207). Moreover, in alignment with a complex systems 

philosophy, action research recognises the subjectivity of the researcher in this 
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overt introduction of change (Davis & Sumara, 2005). In a classroom-based study, 

the teacher-researcher is part of the change. 

Furthermore, complexity theory offers the suggestion that energy applied 

at a variety of systemic levels may push systems out of stable states towards 

change (Mason, 2008), even if we cannot know which particular component 

brought about the change. Phelps and Graham (2010) argue that the introduction 

of change-action in action research parallels complex systems theory in that action 

research “is more concerned with the processes involved in change and learning 

and how they might support participants to better adapt to their environment and 

circumstances” (p. 189). 

 

3.4.2 Focus on a specific level 

Van Geert (2008) contends that a complex systems approach to research requires a 

focus on one specific level of complexity “in which the qualitative properties of the 

system dynamics can be observed” (p. 185). The majority of educational action 

research focuses on change at the classroom level. As such, action research on 

learner motivation might provide a detailed examination of multiple interactions 

between environmental and learner factors and has potential to provide insights 

into both emerging changes in the learner and the classroom environment linked 

to the introduced change. In refraining from attempting to generalise, action 

research aligns with a complex systems philosophy in recognising that we cannot 

know all of the influences that make up the system/s under study, as for example 

with human motivation, but that we can focus on how introduced change affects 



Chapter Three – Directions in Researching EFL Classroom Motivation       方向 

 

 78 

one particular level of the system. 

 

3.4.3 Attention to initial conditions 

In complex systems theory, the way a system is set up at the point at which study 

commences is of great importance (De Bot, Lowie, & Verspoor, 2007). The initial 

state of the system influences the trajectory of future change. This consideration of 

the initial conditions of the system is in direct parallel with action research, in 

which a detailed study of problematic or challenging conditions leads to the 

introduction of some change-action attempting to address this feature. 

Implementation of a change-action is followed by collection of information about 

the change taking place and reflection on this information with the potential for a 

further, revised change-action. The change-action that is introduced is heavily 

dependent on the initial understanding of the system (Phelps & Graham, 2010, p. 

192). 

 

3.4.4 Seeking attractor states 

In complex systems theory, states that the system prefers at a particular moment in 

time are termed “attractor states” (Thelen & Smith, 1994, p. 56). Dörnyei and 

Ushioda (2011) argue that in the study of language learning motivation 

“meaningful research … needs to focus on identifying potential attractors and 

attractor states, and then describing their scope and relevance” (p. 247). In the 

action research process, change is introduced to the system with the intention of 

producing better outcomes or environments for participants (Nunan & Bailey, 
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2009). In this way, action research focusing on motivation might deliberately seek 

attractor states that parties experience as more beneficial, and, as we are dealing 

with humans, describe the subjective process of change to perception of motivation 

in the classroom being studied. 

 

3.4.5 Research as co-adaptation 

Whilst taking as their starting point the initial understanding of challenges, action 

research studies develop as the understandings of participants develop. As the 

cycles of research are conducted and new data are elicited, the direction of the 

study may change as new questions and deeper understandings are facilitated 

(Burns, 2005; Herr & Anderson, 2005). As Reason and Bradbury (2006) assert, 

“Action research emerges over time in an evolutionary and developmental process, 

as individuals develop skills of inquiry.… this means action research cannot be 

programmatic and cannot be defined in terms of hard and fast methods” (p. 2). 

Action research parallels complex systems theory in understanding that 

“the universe changes as descriptions of the universe change” (Davis & Sumara, 

2005, p. 315). From a complex systems perspective, the action research process 

itself might be seen as co-adaptation, as various systems involved adapt 

dynamically with each other over the course of the project. 

Action research is also conscious of itself as research. Many action research 

studies in educational settings involve a teacher-researcher diary (Burns, 2010, p. 

89) which is included as part of the analysed data. Inclusion of the researcher in 

such a way meshes neatly with complexity thinking, as it recognises that what is 
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happening through the research changes systems at various levels – there can be 

no objectivity in a purely scientific sense, because human systems are (a) too 

complex, and (b) co-adapt to each other (Davis & Sumara, 2006; Horn, 2008). In 

classroom action research on motivation, the teacher-researcher is part of the 

system under study and will affect different class members and processes in 

different ways on different days and across a study. Rather than ignoring or trying 

to minimise the impact of this influence, action research deliberately recognises 

this co-adaptation. 

 

3.5 Design and context of the present study 

Given my understandings of such complementarities between action research and 

a complexity philosophy, this research was designed as a study of EFL learning 

motivation in one class of 40 students. The review of the literature in Chapter 2 

revealed the importance of exploring internal and external interactions affecting 

language learning motivation, yet also revealed a shortage of studies focusing 

directly on the classroom. Therefore, through a total of five action research cycles, I 

introduced change-action in my efforts to understand motivation across this class 

group (see Chapters 4 and 5). The main objectives of introducing the action 

research were to foster a learning environment that would:  

1. allow students to perceive a positive change in their motivation to learn; 

2. enable students to perceive the development of a clearer vision of a future 

English-using self; 

3. enable students to perceive the development of a clearer vision of their 

central role in learning; 

4. enable students to perceive a self-based reason for their English studies; 
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and 

5. enable student voice to be heard by teachers and others in the academic 

field. 

Furthermore, and with particular regard to the fifth objective, I anticipated that for 

the wider community of teachers and scholars the project would: 

1. assist in furthering understandings of the language learning classroom as 

a complex social system; 

2. assist in furthering understandings of the interaction of the language 

learning self of students with the language learning environment; 

3. assist in furthering understandings of the use of strategies and activities 

from existing possible-self enhancement program research in the 

language learning classroom; 

4. contribute to encouraging other professionals in similar contexts to 

explore possible selves as a motivational tool; and 

5. allow teachers to become more familiar with the English self-concepts 

held by students. 

As explained in Chapter 1, the study was carried out in Japan at a kosen, a 5-year 

college of technology spanning the traditional range from senior high school to 

technical college (see section 1.3.1). I taught one of three weekly 90-minute 

mandatory first-grade English lessons. These English Expression lessons had a 

focus on using English in practical communication. Although there was variation in 

language use by lesson and topic, I used English around 90% of the time and 

Japanese around 10% of the time. All regular lesson materials were written in 

English. The style of the lessons was based on task-based language teaching 

following Nunan (2004) and Willis and Willis (2007), in which a primary focus is 

given to language use applied to activity on tasks. 

Further to these lessons, I was also the homeroom teacher for the same 
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class group. Homeroom periods consisted of one 45-minute session per week, 

essentially to be used for administrative purposes and announcements. However, 

there were also weeks in which there were no administrative duties. At these times 

the content of the homeroom period is left up to individual homeroom teachers. I 

was able to take advantage of this fact and make use of these “free” homeroom 

periods to introduce possible-self activities. 

 

3.5.1 Longitudinal research 

The study focused longitudinally on homeroom periods and English Expression 

lessons over one year. There were two primary reasons for a longitudinal approach 

for this one year: Firstly, from the L2 motivational literature reviewed in Chapter 2, 

motivation in Japan was revealed as being dynamic in nature, that is, characterised 

by constant change over time. As Dörnyei and Ushioda (2011) write, “only by 

collecting longitudinal data can we fully explore the dynamic nature of the mental 

processes underlying motivation” (p. 208). Longitudinal studies collect and 

compare data from the same participants at a number of points across time to 

examine such dynamics (Cohen et al., 2011, p. 266). I felt that a longitudinal study 

would foster a deeper understanding of motivation involving the language 

classroom through examining the ways in which participants perceive the dynamic 

interaction of self and environment. 

Secondly, Ortega and Iberri-Shea (2005) have argued for the necessity of 

second language researchers to “[engage] in explicit discussion of the relative 

merits of various criteria and rationales for determining the appropriate length for 
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investigating specific SLA [second language acquisition] research questions 

longitudinally” (p. 39). The present study drew on the rationale of van Lier (2004) 

that classroom research “should aim to determine the natural time spans of the 

phenomena under investigation, including the temporal perceptions and 

constructions of the participants” (p. 194). A longitudinal study was appropriate 

because the focus of this research was a group with boundaries defined by the 

social and educational structure of the kosen: one class of students and teacher 

naturally occurring in the environment of study. However, after one year students 

would be split into new classes with new homeroom teachers, and the majority of 

students would become part of new classroom groups. Furthermore, I would not 

be teaching second-grade English when the students advanced to second grade. As 

such, influences on the students would be completely unknown to me and the 

majority of the original participants would no longer be a part of the same group in 

the second year. This social reality suggested that the research would need to be 

limited to the one year that the sample composed of the original participants was 

naturally defined. 

 

3.5.2 Student participants 

The student participants in this study consisted initially of 41 learners 15 to 16 

years old. Two months into the study one student withdrew from the college, 

leaving a group of 40 students. All students were Japanese, with 5 female students 

and 36 male students (including the male student who withdrew). 

The group of participants was chosen firstly out of convenience as the 
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only group with which I had both English Expression and homeroom periods, to 

allow sufficient opportunity for possible-self activities to be introduced. Dörnyei 

(2007) contends that convenience sampling is not purposive (p. 129). However, the 

purpose of this study was to gain a deeper understanding of my students’ 

motivation and self-ideas through introduction of change-action to a class group of 

which I as the teacher was also part. The group of participants were therefore also 

chosen for their “fitness for purpose” (Cohen et al., 2011, p. 161), as I conceived the 

class group as a particular level of educational complexity in which it might be 

possible to examine qualitative dynamics (van Geert, 2008, p. 185). Although I was 

teaching other classes, I did not have homeroom periods with them that would 

allow introduction of change-action. 

Adolescents of this age range are developing the capacity for 

self-reflection through expansion of cognitive abilities (Keating, 1990) and 

self-awareness (Damon & Hart, 1988). The ability to articulate through narrative 

and reflection on life events is also increasing at this stage (McAdams, 2008, p. 

252); indeed adolescents may be keen to express their ideas about learning and 

their futures (Mornane, 2009, p. 227). It was anticipated that classroom activities 

which promoted such metacognitive thinking would have the added bonus of 

providing the opportunity for detailed examination of student perceptions of 

multiple learner-internal and -external interactions and have the potential to 

render insights into emerging change both in the learners and the classroom 

environment (Dörnyei & Ushioda, 2011). 
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3.5.3 Teacher-researcher positioning 

I was also part of the classroom group, and so it is necessary to examine my biases 

and subjectivity critically (Herr & Anderson, 2005). At the commencement of the 

study I was 35 years old, a Caucasian Australian national who had been living in 

Japan for the previous 12 years. I mention my cultural background to make explicit 

any possible influence this may have had on students. As Seargeant (2009) notes, 

in Japan government policies and institutions such as private language schools and 

universities have promulgated an image of the well-dressed Caucasian male as the 

embodiment of “authentic English” (see Seargeant, 2009, pp. 87-105). I consider 

myself fluent in Japanese, having begun study of the language after my first year in 

Japan. Although I was working at a kosen, my educational background is in 

teaching, not engineering or technology. 

It is further important to recognise the influence my dual roles and 

position of power as teacher/researcher may have had on students. My actions 

within the class group were based on my own values and motives, in many ways a 

blend of my upbringing and education in Australia with my professional and family 

life in Japan. Students also had their own values and motives. The values and 

motives of students and data that they produced will have been influenced through 

their perceptions of my various roles (McNiff & Whitehead, 2011). However, I felt 

that my role as homeroom teacher allowed me to develop trust through my 

relationships with students, and acted as a balance to the power that I held as 

teacher/researcher. 

Notwithstanding, in alignment with Herr and Anderson (2005, p. 77), I 
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also felt it vital to record in my researcher journal my perceptions as a participant 

in the class group. What became clear during the research was that I was very 

conscious of these dual roles at times, as, for example, on occasions when I became 

concerned that any chastising of the class group might affect their motivation. 

However, as the research continued I became more accustomed to my roles. I found 

myself accepting that such occurrences were a natural part of the complexity of this 

classroom context and that it was important for me to continue to record my 

perceptions of these interactions and to search the data for any ways in which 

students noted these influences. 

Finally, I wish to address a bias that my background may have fostered 

through my personal history of research with Japanese students. As introduced in 

Chapter 1, previous to this study I had conducted research about the “problematic” 

nature of Japanese EFL classroom learning and motivation (see, e.g., Sampson, 

2010, 2012). This prior research undoubtedly played a role in my definition of the 

“challenge” that I perceived initially and may have channelled my voyage through 

the literature. In particular, the research reported in Sampson (2012) also focused 

on the use of possible-self activities for development of motivation. A number of 

the activities introduced in the present research drew on this previous study. 

However, I used my researcher journal to continually ask myself whether the 

change-action I was introducing flowed from the data, rather than from 

expectations built up through prior research experience. In such ways I attempted 

to maintain a critical view of my actions in the research processes. 
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3.6 Ethical considerations 

Reason and Bradbury (2006) contend that in action research “the primary ‘rule’ … 

is to be aware of the choices one is making and their consequences” (p. xxix). As 

part of doctoral studies with an Australian university, this research used the 

National Statement on Ethical Conduct in Human Research (Australian 

Government, 2007) to inform ethical choices from a Western standard. This study 

was conducted with human research ethics approval from the University of 

Southern Queensland (Approval no. H11REA032 – see Appendix A) in line with 

Western ethical research practice. In the first instance consent was sought and 

obtained from the principal of the kosen to conduct research (see Appendix B). 

Furthermore, individual learners and their caregivers were asked to complete 

written consent forms after explanation (spoken and written in Japanese) of the 

research (see Appendix C). 

However, as Piper and Simons (2005) argue concerning ethical standards, 

“principles provide a shared frame of reference and are useful to guide ethical 

decision-making” but “ethical practice depends on how the principles are 

interpreted and enacted in the precise socio-political context of the research” (p. 

58). There were a number of areas regarding institutional and participant 

informed consent that needed to balance a culturally sensitive situated ethical 

approach (Simons & Usher, 2000) and Western standards, as such formal 

procedures were quite rare in this context. Firstly, the process of gaining approval 

from the principal of the college to conduct educational research was not 

something that had been commonly undertaken. As a result, it was quite difficult to 
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negotiate a meeting with the principal in the first place, especially given my 

position in the college. News of this meeting created a stir amongst staff, and I 

found myself being approached by teachers I had previously never met asking, “So, 

you’re doing doctoral research with [such and such] class? What are you going to 

do?” The approval process itself drew attention to the study and the class group 

before the research had even begun. 

Secondly, the participant information session and asking for informed 

consent was also irregular in this context. When I consulted other teachers they 

seemed puzzled as to its necessity, some suggesting “just say that you did it to your 

university”. These suggestions stemmed from the fact that they felt that parents 

and students would be uncomfortable about such an open discussion of research. 

To this end, the explanation of the research and information documents used 

exceedingly polite forms of Japanese. These texts asked for the excusing of my 

actions and drew attention to their necessity from a Western standpoint, taking 

care not to compare either culture favourably (Oliver, 2010, p. 106). Such 

consideration of text preparation extended even to word choice, with a Japanese 

associate suggesting that the Japanese word 研究 (kenkyuu – research) might 

have a negative image when applied to an education study with human 

participants, and that 調査 (chousa – inquiry) would have a more positive image. 

The primary data collection tool in this study, the learning journal (see 

section 3.6) was used in part to assist students to reflect on their learning, 

dovetailing with teaching so that students were not disadvantaged through data 

collection (Burns, 2010). Students were informed that the process of journal 
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writing would form part of their assessed grade regardless of whether they wished 

to take part in the study or not but that the content of the entries would not affect 

grades. In order to allow additional opportunity for participant voice to be heard 

(Piper & Simons, 2005), students were asked to comment on the themes elicited 

from the data during the action research through questionnaires at the end of each 

semester. All written data were kept confidential, stored in a password-protected 

computer and iPad in my locked office. The dissemination of results ensures 

anonymity of participants through the use of pseudonyms in the presentation of 

data extracts. 

 

3.7 Data collection methods: Introspective tools 

In enquiring about the ideas, perceptions and understandings of participants, the 

research questions clearly pointed to the use of qualitative, interpretive methods 

and data-collection instruments in which a theory emerges from the data through 

analysis. If we take self-concepts as integral to motivation, qualitative methods 

provide a more detailed account of the learners’ experiences and 

conceptualisations in the learners’ own words. I anticipated that such tools would 

give greater insights into the internal-external dynamic interaction taking place 

between the identified components of the L2MSS. As Nunan and Bailey (2009) 

assert, introspective data collection tools “take us to a place that no other data 

collection method can reach – into the mind of the learner” (p. 307). 

A variety of introspective data-collection techniques have been discussed 

in the literature, such as: (a) think-aloud protocols during activity upon a task; 
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(b) stimulated recall in which, after completion of an activity, such materials as a 

video or notes regarding the activity are used to stimulate introspection about 

thought processes during the task; (c) diaries and journals; (d) autobiography or 

life narratives; (e) interviews; and (f) focus groups (Barbour, 2007; Dörnyei, 2007; 

Nunan & Bailey, 2009; Shacklock & Thorp, 2005). Of these approaches, I wanted to 

select a tool that was relatively natural in the environment, that might also allow 

students to reflect and that would not interfere with the regular flow of learning 

environments. Therefore, introspective journals were used to afford an insightful 

yet efficient way of gathering regular data from all participants about the 

interaction between the classroom environment and self, without obstructing 

curriculum content to the disadvantage of students (Burns, 2010, p. 131).  

 

3.7.1 Learning journals and researcher journal 

The learning journal (hereafter LJ) as a source of data was intended to provide 

students with a way of reflecting on their experiences in English Expression and 

homeroom periods and writing about what they perceived as pertinent regarding 

their motivation. My experiences and reflections as teacher and researcher 

member of the group were recorded in my researcher journal (RJ), adding context 

to the data collected from students and my own perceptions across the year. I 

concur with Phelps (2005) when she asserts that reflective journals are beneficial 

in the study of educational complexity for the reason that “no-one knows the 

complex interplay of factors that impact upon an individual, or the significance of 

any one factor, greater than the individuals themselves” (p. 40). 
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However, a number of drawbacks of using journals as qualitative data 

sources have been discussed in the literature, including: 

(i) the time and effort required of participants; 

(ii) the capacity for participants to correctly recall perceptions; 

(iii) the eventual quality of data produced; 

(iv) participant ability to express in a second language; and 

(v) participants writing what they think the researcher wants (Hall, 2008; 

Hatch, 2002; Porto, 2007). 

The study attempted to address such concerns about the effort required (i) and 

ability for recollection (ii) by implementing a set time at the end of each session of 

around five minutes in which students wrote. This amount of time did not impose 

on the constraints of the regular curriculum, yet it allowed students a regular 

reflective space in which to write directly following activities in the classroom. In 

parallel, I tried to enrich the quality of data (iii) by making the LJ part of students’ 

grade, whilst also emphasising verbally that this part of their grade was not based 

on quantity but on quality – thinking deeply about their experiences. Moreover, I 

asked students to write in their native Japanese (iv). I predicted from past 

experience with similar learners in this context that these non-English major 

students could express themselves more fully and fluently in Japanese than they 

could in their second language of English (Hall, 2008). I operate comfortably in 

English and Japanese, and I did not anticipate problems with translation. 

Lastly, regarding the issue of participants writing what they believe the 

researcher wants to read rather than true perceptions (v), I regularly reminded 

students verbally that I sincerely wanted to know what they perceived in their 

experiences. However, it must be admitted that there is no way of objectively 
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knowing the truthfulness of student entries. Regardless, I argue that there is not a 

way around this dilemma other than to recognise the complexity of the situation: 

what the students wrote was what their experience of the environment at that time 

encouraged them to write (Haggis, 2008). Students at times may have been 

influenced by their knowledge of the fact that I would read the texts, but I would 

argue that what they wrote was what their subjective understandings in that 

context encouraged them to write. 

To this extent, regular writing in the RJ played an important role in 

adding further context to the temporal aspects of student writing, by making 

explicit any teacher/researcher incidents or factors that may have influenced 

students. Although I made every effort to write immediately after lessons or 

homeroom periods, I also occasionally wrote observations when I could find time 

during sessions. The length of my entries varied as certain incidents or reflections 

led to deeper understandings. The RJ contained both perceptions from lessons and 

homeroom periods as well as the research process itself – in short, I was not one 

person for the lessons and another for research. 

In addition to these journals, there was also a range of further data 

collected over the year. Texts produced by students during class activities were 

collected on completion of their use. LJs were collected based on the students’ 

examination periods, as these were times natural to the context at which to collect 

data and reflect upon introduced change-actions. Table 2 displays all of the data 

collection tools and their volume in terms of the A4 format in which they were 

collected from participants. 
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Table 2 

Data Sources and Volume (in A4 Pages) 

Data collection tool Volume 

Researcher Journal 64 pages 

Best Possible English Self (BPES) activity worksheet 41 pages 

Past Experience of English Lessons (PEEL) activity worksheet 41 pages 

Learning Journal (total of 4 collection points) 241.5 pages 

Semester 1 questionnaire (checking of themes) 80 pages 

Summer holidays English Skill Building activity worksheet 40 pages 

Semester 1 Learning Journal self-reflection activity worksheet 20 pages 

English Expression lesson Goal-review and Action-Planning 

worksheet 

40 pages 

Possible-Self Tree activity worksheet 40 pages 

Expectations activity worksheet 40 pages 

Semester 2 questionnaire (checking of themes) 80 pages 

Semester 2 Reflection activity worksheet 40 pages 

 

Further explanation of the data sources is presented in context in the description 

of the action research in Chapters 4 and 5. In the following section I explain the 

ways in which data were analysed. 

 

3.8 Data analysis: Qualitative data analysis using NVivo 

I had no previous experience with computer-based qualitative data management 

programs, but I opted to use QSR International NVivo 9.0, an electronic qualitative 

data management program, from the start of the study to assist with the analysis of 

data. There was a steep learning curve to manage and analyse the data using NVivo 

at the same time as data collection. As Séror (2005) mentions, one obstacle to 

novice researchers using computer-based qualitative data processing programs is 
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the strong chance that relatively few people around the novice researcher may be 

able to use these programs effectively and offer advice. This obstacle was further 

exacerbated by my post-graduate studies being conducted externally to my 

university in Australia. However, through exploration, consultation with texts such 

as that of Bazeley (2007), and support from my supervisor in suggesting relevant 

articles, I gradually became more confident in exploring themes in the data using 

NVivo. 

NVivo offered certain advantages in the context of this research. One 

primary benefit of using a computer-based data management package was that it 

allowed secure storage of the data in my password-protected computer. 

Furthermore, Cohen et al. (2011) assert that in studies with a large amount of 

qualitative data, data management programs allow easier retrieval of data (p. 543). 

NVivo facilitated well this process of moving rapidly through texts. Another benefit 

of using NVivo was the way in which it allowed exploration of connections between 

themes emergent from the data. I was able to develop hierarchies for themes (or 

“theme trees”), which created a visual expression of the relationships between themes. I 

could also then look for relationships between different elements in hierarchies using 

the powerful Boolean search functions of NVivo. By further reading texts that appeared 

through such searches, I could refine my understandings of the original themes and 

moreover the connections (or lack thereof) between themes. 

The analysis might be broadly broken into two distinct phases during the 

research process. I introduce the approach to analysis during the action research 

cycles in the following section, with an exploration of the ways in which my 
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understanding of the analysis altered after the completion of the year of data 

collection, presented in Chapter 6. 

 

3.8.1 Data analysis during the action research process 

There were five action research cycles over the year. Cycle 1 involved two 

data-collection tools – “Best Possible English Self” and “Past Experience of English 

Lessons” writing exercises. As suggested by the review of the literature in the 

previous chapter, these two tools were intended to gain a first glimpse of the 

perceptions about learning English that students held. From this initial data 

change-actions were developed, and the LJ was introduced to students from Cycle 2 

onwards. 

At data collection points I conducted macro-analysis by reading student 

texts and looking for repetitions and regularities, drawing on the idea that 

participants may repeat or emphasise ideas that hold significance for themselves 

(Ryan & Bernard, 2003, p. 89). Looking in particular to deepen my understandings 

of participants’ motivation, I drew on Dörnyei’s (2009b) assertion that “motivation 

refers to a cumulative arousal, or want, that we are aware of” [emphasis added] (p. 

209). Therefore, although I also examined other areas of note across data sources 

to address the research questions, one way in which I investigated students’ 

perceptions of motivation was through searching for such instances of a noted 

“want” for future action that participants were aware of. Broad themes emergent 

from a selection of texts were then compared with a further selection (Porto, 2007; 

Sa, 2002), involving the reading of all participant texts at that data-collection point. 
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In this way, themes were interpreted as either representative or atypical. However, 

whilst the themes may have been atypical at that point, I was aware that these 

anomalous themes might gain importance at some point later in data collection. 

These anomalous themes were not discarded but noted in my RJ so as to help to 

give a fuller picture of variation across the class group (Larsen-Freeman & 

Cameron, 2008a). Furthermore, NVivo was again useful in this regard. By using the 

memo functions within NVivo, I was also able to mark these themes as anomalous 

within the program itself. The use of the RJ and the memo function in NVivo 

guarded against the possibility of losing sight of these themes over the course of 

the year of data collection. 

Initial analysis was conducted completely in Japanese, as I read through 

the LJs of every student, and made notes about recurrent themes. Following this, I 

translated the students’ writing from Japanese into English by entering it into 

Microsoft Word 2007. This translation process helped me to focus in detail once 

more on themes in the data. The Word files were then uploaded into QSR NVivo 9. 

At this point I developed categories across data sources by comparing themes 

noted from texts written by different participants. 

I also attempted to bring structure to the themes by organising them into 

hierarchical trees with NVivo (see Figures 5, 6, 9, & 12 in Chapter 4 and Figure 13 

in Chapter 5). This process might be likened to what Dörnyei (2007) describes as 

“second-level coding” (p. 252). However, this structuring was often founded in my 

reading on the L2MSS and possible-self theory: I brought my own list of 

conceptions and understandings of classroom motivation from my background and 
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experience with the literature, and the initial coding schemes were heavily founded 

on my idea of “exploring, developing or testing with new data” (Bazeley, 2007, p. 

76) these initial conceptions. English themes were then compared with those from 

initial analysis in Japanese. Where themes were interpreted as functioning well in 

both Japanese and English, the English versions were taken up for ease of use in 

this English thesis. 

One notable practical impediment during this initial phase of data 

analysis was the time constraint imposed by combining the action research process 

with regular teaching (see further discussion in Chapters 5 and 6). To this end, at 

mid-year and end of year I implemented participant-checking of the 

representativeness of themes in two ways: Firstly, I asked students to read over 

their own LJs and write about themes that they perceived as important over each 

semester. These LJ reflections were then analysed and compared with the original 

themes. Secondly, I asked the students to complete questionnaires with items 

designed to elicit their endorsement of the themes compared to their experiences 

in the classroom. This endeavour of giving the data back to all participants for 

comment added more depth to the analysis and made for a more democratic and 

sound process (Herr & Anderson, 2005; Lincoln & Guba, 1985). 

 

3.9 Soundness and generalisability of the action research 

In quantitative studies, the terms reliability – the degree of stability of 

measurements – and validity – whether the data answer the research question – 

are frequently applied to judge the soundness of a study (Lewin, 2005). However, 
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such conceptions do not align with the non-linear, merged and contextual 

understandings of reality from a complex systems viewpoint (Davis & Sumara, 

2005). 

Consequently, a conceptualisation of soundness in action research 

proposed in Herr and Anderson (2005, pp. 53-57) was adopted. To avoid confusion 

with the quantitative tradition, instead of Herr and Anderson’s “validity,” the five 

criteria are considered here as: (a) outcome soundness, (b) process soundness, 

(c) democratic soundness, (d) catalytic soundness, and (e) dialogic soundness. In 

bringing together common goals of action research with five criteria for soundness, 

I also extended Herr and Anderson’s framework to make explicit links with the 

complex systems approaches to EFL classroom motivation research discussed in 

section 3.4 (see Table 3). 

 

Table 3 

Goals and Soundness of Action Research with Links to Complex Systems Approaches 

to EFL Motivation Research 

Soundness 

Criteria 
Goals of Action Research Complex Systems Approach 

Outcome 

soundness 

Achievement of action-oriented 

outcomes 

- Attention to initial conditions 

- Seeking out of attractors 

Process 

soundness 

Sound and appropriate research 

methodology 

- Co-adaptation of research process 

- Focus on change and interactions 

Democratic 

soundness 

Results relevant to local setting 

 

- Focus on a specific level 

- Search for attractors 

Catalytic 

soundness 

Education of both researcher and 

participants 

- Co-adaptation of research process 

- Focus on change and interactions 

Dialogic 

soundness 

Generation of new knowledge 

 

- Co-adaptation of research process 
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3.9.1 Outcome soundness 

Outcome soundness looks at the extent to which actions intended to move a group 

towards desired outcomes were implemented based on sound reflection on data – 

although conceptions of these outcomes and focus may change as the research 

continues (Wallace, 1998, p. 33). It also urges that the researcher reflect upon the 

challenges in light of data elicited and reframe the challenge in a more complex 

way based on these new understandings (Anderson & Herr, 1999, p. 16). The ways 

in which the study conceptualises the challenges in this context, drawing both on 

my understandings and through utilising a number of data-collection tools to gain 

a picture of the initial conditions of the class group, and my attempts at fostering 

environments intended to move the class to more favourable outcomes, will be 

presented in the following chapters. 

 

3.9.2 Process soundness 

Process soundness supports outcome soundness and links to selection of an 

appropriate research methodology, asking to what degree the outcomes are a 

result of a series of reflective action research cycles in which current practices are 

challenged. The research design links to process soundness and co-adaptation of 

the research process through making primary use of the LJ but also adapting 

data-collection tools as the research continued. This co-adaptation occurred often 

quite spontaneously as certain data elicited from classroom activities enabled a 

greater understanding of the change and interaction that was occurring in the class 

group (Burns, 2010, p. 91). 



Chapter Three – Directions in Researching EFL Classroom Motivation       方向 

 

 100 

3.9.3 Democratic soundness 

Democratic soundness enquires as to how various viewpoints are taken into 

account in the study, and when collaboration occurs, the degree to which it extends. 

Democratic soundness also involves the idea of “relevancy” (Watkins, 1991, p. 15) 

in recognising that the challenges in action research are challenges for a particular 

context and considering the appropriateness of the solutions for those concerned in 

that context. Democratic soundness was fostered in this study by collecting data 

from all participants in the direct class group and building in opportunity for 

student comment on themes from initial analysis. Whilst I conducted analysis, 

triangulation through different data sources and participant-checking allowed the 

inclusion of multiple perspectives, enhancing the democratic soundness of the 

study. Indeed, the degree of involvement that one might reasonably expect of 

students in action research decision making without imposing too much of a 

burden on them has been questioned at a pragmatic level by Phelps (2002, p. 35). 

The relevance of the study was maintained by focusing on a particular class group 

and, based on data received from participants in this group, providing feedback 

through change-actions, engaging with students in the attempt to move towards 

better outcomes. 

 

3.9.4 Catalytic soundness 

Catalytic soundness concerns the idea that “all involved in the research should 

deepen their understanding of the social reality under study and should be moved 

to some action to change it” (Herr & Anderson, 2005, p. 56). To this end, in 



Chapter Three – Directions in Researching EFL Classroom Motivation       方向 

 

 101 

classroom action research catalytic soundness relates to a fostering of 

understanding and recognition of change in both the teacher-researcher and the 

student-participants. This study encouraged both the student participants and me 

to focus on change through the process of writing journals, and additional 

reflection on journals at the end of semester allowed students to notice change 

within themselves. Activities and the half-yearly questionnaires also allowed 

sharing of understandings across members of the class group. 

 

3.9.5 Dialogic soundness 

Finally, dialogic soundness is connected to the notion that action researchers 

participate in critical and reflective dialogue with others who may be familiar with 

the setting. action research involves generation of knowledge (Herr & Anderson, 

2005), but this is “knowing not just as an academic pursuit but as the everyday 

practices of acting in relationship and creating meaning in our lives” (Reason & 

Bradbury, 2006, p. 10). Educational action research often fosters possibilities for 

the dissemination of learning that may help not only those in the direct context but 

be useful for the learning of others (McNiff & Whitehead, 2011, p. 189). 

As will be discussed from Chapter 6 onwards, my reanalysis of the data 

engages with this concept of dialogic soundness. Through entering into a dialogue 

between my understandings later in the research due to my experiences over the 

year and developments in thinking through reading, I was able to re-examine 

earlier notions of themes in the data. This co-adaptation between developing 

understandings and current literature encouraged me to expose my 
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conceptualisations and learning to critical review through writing articles for 

academic journals and actively engaging in conference presentations during my 

candidature (see p. xxii). 

 

3.9.6 Generalisation 

These attempts at maintaining the soundness of the study also speak to the 

assertion that action research is subjective, looking at a specific situation, and 

intervening “in a deliberate way … in order to bring about changes” (Burns, 2010, p. 

2). Consequently, the results are not intended to be generalisable, applying only to 

the particular situation in which they emerged. However, although action research 

is fundamentally subjective, as Noffke and Somekh (2005, p. 90) argue, the process 

of deliberate data collection and analysis, including triangulation, provides a 

degree of objectivity that is different from mere reflection. Action research does 

not attempt to make claims beyond the direct environment in which the research 

was conducted, but Lincoln and Guba’s (1985) concept of transferability is of use: 

…if there is to be transferability, the burden of proof lies less with the original 

investigator than with the person seeking to make an application elsewhere. The 

original inquirer cannot know the sites to which transferability might be sought.… The 

best advice to give anyone seeking to make a transfer is to accumulate empirical 

evidence about contextual similarity; the responsibility of the original investigator ends 

in providing sufficient descriptive data to make such similarity judgments possible. (p. 

298) 

 

 

3.10 Chapter summary 



Chapter Three – Directions in Researching EFL Classroom Motivation       方向 

 

 103 

In this chapter I have given an overview of the process through which selection of 

the particular research design applied in this study developed. In wanting to 

explore motivation through the deliberate introduction of change into the EFL 

classroom, an action research approach was determined to be appropriate. 

However, noted criticisms of the philosophical underpinnings of action research 

led to a search for more substantial foundations based on complex systems theory. 

Therefore, discussion of the epistemology and ontology of complex systems theory 

preceded discussion of a number of ways in which action research grounded in a 

complex systems philosophy may be facilitative in exploration of EFL learning 

motivation. Following these arguments, the design of the study and reasons for the 

time frame and selection of participants in the research were described. My 

positioning in the research due to my dual roles as teacher and researcher, and 

biases from my own background that may have influenced research processes and 

understandings, were made explicit. In considering the researcher as an integral, 

subjective part of the class group, I discussed the intercultural challenges I 

experienced in trying to follow both Western ethical research practices and 

approaches that were culturally sensitive and situated. The chapter then moved on 

to an explication of the benefits of the use of introspective data-collection methods 

to explore motivation and the ways in which the study attempted to address 

concerns regarding the drawbacks of participant journals as data sources. 

Subsequently, I offered a description of the approach to data analysis using NVivo. 

Finally, I introduced my understandings of connections between complexity theory 

approaches to research and soundness criteria and goals of action research, 
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drawing links to the soundness of this study. 

The next chapter commences description of the action research processes 

as they emerged during the research project. The chapter introduces a narrative of 

the planning, acting, observing and reflecting on data analysis that encouraged 

introduction of new change-action in the first three cycles of the research. 
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Chapter Four 

種蒔き・双葉・新緑 

Tanemaki, Futaba, Shinryoku: Action Research Cycles 1, 2 and 3 

 

4.1 Introduction 

In this chapter I describe the action research processes in Cycles 1, 2 and 3. Table 4 

displays an outline of each of the English Expression lessons (hereafter EE) and the 

Homeroom periods (hereafter HR) and their place in the action research cycles. 

Following this table, I restate the challenges that I perceived as a teacher in the 

college, and how I drew on these experiences to collect data in Cycle 1. I then 

reflected on these data to introduce change-action from Cycle 2 onwards. In the 

discussion that follows, I provide a sequential exposition of the planning and acting 

(including detail of sessions which had an explicit focus on possible-self activities), 

observing (themes emergent from the data at the time) and reflections that 

informed planning in the following cycle. 

Following complexity theory understandings, the researcher must be 

regarded as an integral part of the research. In action research the 

teacher-researcher attends to and focuses on possibilities that come to his/her 

awareness over the course of a study (Davis & Sumara, 2005). It is with such 

recognition that the themes presented in the “observing” sections in this and the 

following chapter are those that I considered most influential to my 

understandings and change-action during the research process. 
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A particular point that I wish to make concerns tension in writing about 

these research processes in this and the following chapter. I am endeavouring to 

convey the action in the classroom and the themes and reflections emergent from 

this action as the research was underway; yet, the person who is writing this now 

is the person who has also re-visited the data analysis to explore deeper 

understandings developed in Chapters 7 to 9. I draw heavily on my researcher 

journal (RJ) to give context to my description of the research as it was progressing.
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Table 4 

Outline of Sessions in Action Research (AR) Cycles 1, 2 & 3 

Date AR Type Activity 

4/4/2011 AR 

Cycle 

1 

HR1 Information session for participants and caregivers 

7/4/2011 HR2 Own, others’ predictions about future / BPES1 activity 

12/4/2011 EE1 PEEL2 activity / Course rationale 

19/4/2011 
 

EE2 International company: Introductions 

26/4/2011 EE3 International company: About products / making teams 

GOLDEN WEEK HOLIDAYS       (10-day school break) 

10/5/2011 

AR 

Cycle 

2 

EE4 International company: Opinions about products 

11/5/2011 HR3 Role-model presentation: Overseas work experience 

17/5/2011 EE5 International company: Problems to solutions 

24/5/2011 EE6 International company: Suggestions / 3 product ideas 

MID-TERM EXAM PERIOD       (10 days no lessons) 

8/6/2011 

AR 

Cycle 

3 

EE7 International company: Product proposal 

14/6/2011 EE8 International company: New teams / English skills 

21/6/2011 EE9 International company: Pros, cons / Discussing 

28/6/2011 EE10 International company: Opinions / Narrowing products 

5/7/2011 EE11 International company: Poster-presentation preparation 

12/7/2011 EE12 International company: Poster-presentation preparation 

19/7/2011 EE13 International company: Poster-presentations 

20/7/2011 HR4 Strategy planning for summer holidays 

SUMMER HOLIDAYS       (6-week lesson break) 

SEMESTER 1 FINAL EXAM PERIOD  (10 days no lessons) 

5/10/2011  HR5 LJ Reflection / questionnaire 

Note. 1. Best Possible English Self activity (see section 4.2.2). 

2. Past Experiences of English Lessons activity (see section 4.2.3). 

 

4.2 Cycle 1: Planning and acting 

As detailed in Chapter 1, my initial interest in conducting this research was 
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founded in part on experiences I had had with older students at the college. Many 

of these students appeared disengaged in my EFL lessons. When I asked them to 

write about why they were studying English, student responses suggested that 

they may not understand how they could use English in their futures. It was this 

experience and the insights gained from the review of the L2 motivation literature 

that prompted the idea of exploring the images of an English-using self that were 

held by newly-enrolled first-grade students in the current study. I also hoped that 

eliciting data about the initial English-using self of these students would inform my 

development of activities in order to make more relevant and motivating lessons. 

At this point it is impossible to avoid writing about a critical incident that 

occurred just before the start of the Japanese academic year. As I was preparing for 

ethical clearance from the Australian university at which I was studying to progress 

with the research, I could have little anticipation of what would occur on March 

11th 2011. I was in my office at the college when an enormous earthquake of 

magnitude 9.0 on the Richter scale hit off the north-east coast of Japan. Even at 

around 400 kilometres from the epicentre, books in my office were sent clattering 

to the floor. I rushed outside into an open parking lot with many of the other 

college staff as wave upon wave of tremors and aftershocks struck, and I felt that 

the asphalt was about to split open beneath me. I tried desperately to contact my 

wife who was at home with our then 6-month-old son in our 11th-floor apartment, 

only to find the telephone lines congested and text-mail services incapacitated 

from a flood of use. In the end I drove home in a panic, hoping that my family was 
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free from harm. When I arrived, racing as I thought I never could up the 11 flights 

of stairs because the elevator was disabled, I found my family shaken but uninjured, 

the refrigerator toppled over, and many dishes strewn on the floor. 

However, worse was yet to come. As we switched on our television to 

receive news of the quake, tsunami warnings flashed onto the screen. We watched 

with disbelief turning to horror as fronts of water 40 metres high engulfed 

everything (in many places I had visited), leaving a death toll far higher than the 

initial earthquake. Tense weeks followed. The earthquake and tsunami had 

triggered an emergency at the Fukushima Daiichi nuclear power plant 200 

kilometres from where I lived; my family in Australia entreated me to leave Japan; 

my wife and I tried to get some reliable information on how to protect our family 

from potential radiation effects; I scurried home on a bicycle each day (because 

there was no gasoline for my car) before timed power blackouts created havoc for 

what cars remained on the roads. 

My supervisor encouraged me to take some time to consider whether it 

was really feasible to continue with the study. Indeed, I thought it would be 

impossible. What frame of mind was I in to do this, let alone the students? I did not 

even know whether the college was going to start the school year as usual from the 

beginning of April. However, with approximately one week until the new academic 

year was to commence, the college administration finally announced that classes 

would start as usual. Amidst all the disorder it was this decision that sent me the 

message to push on with the study. The circumstances may not have been perfect, 
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but I was not planning on doing a sterile experiment. This complex reality was the 

one in which all participants in the class group, students and teacher, came 

together. 

 

4.2.1 HR1: Participant information session 

I met the students and their caregivers for the first time in a homeroom period 

directly after the college’s entrance ceremony. Whilst in many ways it was not ideal 

timing, I presented an information session about the research at this very early 

stage as I wanted to commence the study as soon as the class group formed. My 

verbal explanation, the information sheet I distributed, and the consent form were 

in Japanese (see Appendix C for English translations of the written documents). As 

alluded to in the previous chapter (section 3.6), this session was a requirement as 

part of a Western university’s ethical approach to research with humans, but in this 

context such an open discussion of educational research with participants and their 

caregivers was highly unusual. I had to take a great deal of care in the preparation 

of documents to explain not only the research itself, but also the necessity for 

participants and their caregivers to give informed consent. From a Western 

viewpoint, my writing on the consent form may even seem somewhat apologetic:  

As part of Australian research ethics, I’m afraid that I must bother you by asking for your 

written consent… 

I’m terribly sorry to bother you with such a request… 

After time for caregivers and students to read and discuss the information, I 

enquired whether there were any questions (of which there were none), and asked 
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both parties to sign the consent form and hand it to me if they were willing to take 

part in the study. I received signed consent forms from all of the participants. 

Despite caregivers and students not giving me any sign that they were unsatisfied 

with a research information session being conducted on such a vital day, I felt 

uncomfortable balancing this requirement with the actual, situated context of the 

college. As I reflected in my RJ: 

Well, that certainly is a relief. …I have to say, I was quite nervous, and felt very awkward 

doing the presentation about the research and consent forms on the first occasion of 

meeting the parents and students. I mean, they came expecting information about the 

college to which they were entering, and, ahem, what’s this about research into English 

teaching??!! …I’ve had some awkward moments in my time in Japan, but this ranks up 

there with the most sweat-inducing! (RJ, 4/4/2011) 

 

4.2.2 HR2: Exploring initial future-self ideas with students 

In order to begin planning appropriate change-action, in the following homeroom 

period I introduced two activities to encourage students to think about their 

future-selves. As with many of the activities introduced over the year, sections of 

these activities focused on participants’ English-using self, whilst concurrently 

fostering thinking about other areas of self. I did this consciously, as I wanted to 

engage more fully with the participants as not only “English learners” (Ushioda, 

2011). 

In the first activity students wrote ideas about their future-selves in three 

different life areas and at two time intervals. The English translation of the activity 

sheet is displayed in Box 1. As might have been expected, when students were 
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suddenly confronted with this activity in only their fourth day at the college, there 

was:  

…a great deal of hesitance as to what to write initially, so I wrote my example on the 

board. The [Japanese, chemical specialisation] sub-homeroom teacher even 

spontaneously wrote her ideas up, which I was impressed with. After that, students 

seemed to progress quite quickly with writing in different areas. (RJ, 7/4/2011) 

 

A. My Future Please imagine and write about your future. 5 years later・15 years later： 

1：What kind of job are you doing? 

2：How are you using English? 

3：How is your general life (family・where you are living・hobbies etc.)?  

  5 years later 15 years later 

1 Job   

2 English   

3 General life   

 

B. Interview  Please ask other students to imagine about your future. 

※ Be sure to ask students from other engineering departments ※ 

  5 years later 15 years later 

1 Job   

2 English   

3 General life   
 

Box 1: “My Future” activity worksheet 

 

The students, the sub-homeroom teacher and I then mingled, asking others to 

imagine future-selves in one particular area, and writing down that prediction. I 

recorded my impressions of the activity in the RJ: 

Most students, from appearances, seemed to enjoy the chance to interact with others, 

and even though they must hardly know each other, try to imagine about the future of 
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other students. There were, of course, some students who hesitated to find a partner to 

talk to…but I was also pleasantly able to notice that in most cases other students came 

and tried to include these students. (RJ, 7/4/2011) 

After this activity, I encouraged students to think specifically about their Best 

Possible English Self (hereafter BPES), an activity in part drawing on research 

published in Sheldon and Lyubomirsky (2006). The English translation of 

instructions is set out in Box 2. 

 

Best Possible English Self 

 Please write about your ideal life in the future after studying English. Imagine yourself in 

the future, after everything has gone as well as it possibly could with studying English. You 

have worked hard and succeeded in all your goals for studying English. This is your Best 

Possible English Self. 

 Think about: 

- What are you doing every day? What can you do (with English)? 

- How is your English ability helping you? How are you using English every day? 

- Who can you communicate with? 

- What kind of job are you doing? 

- Where are you living? 

(You may not have thought about yourself in this way before, but research shows that doing this has 

a strong positive effect.) 

Box 2: Instructions for the “Best Possible English Self” (BPES) writing activity 

 

4.2.3 EE1: Reflection on past experience of English lessons 

The review of the literature had suggested the strong influence of learners’ past 

experiences in classroom language learning on their current and potential future 

motivational trajectories. Therefore, in tandem with the data I had collected from 

students regarding their initial ideas of a future English-using self, in the first EE 
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lesson I asked them to reflect on their past experiences of English lessons 

(hereafter PEEL) (English translation of instructions in Box 3). Furthermore, as 

students enter the kosen from a variety of different junior-high schools, I felt that it 

would be valuable for them to mingle and compare their past experiences of 

English lessons with those of other students. The two parts of this activity elicited 

very different reactions from students: 

The writing proceeded in silence, but the mingling activity seemed to be taken quite well 

– students looked really interested comparing experiences with students from other, 

completely different environments [schools]. There was a lot of animated conversation. 

(RJ, 12/4/2011) 

 

Past Experience of English Lessons 

 How did you experience your English lessons at junior-high school? Please write about your 

perceptions of your studying in junior-high school English lessons. 

 Think about (for example): 

- What was a normal lesson like? What were you doing? What were other students doing? 

What was the teacher doing? 

- How did you feel in English lessons? 

- Why were you studying English? 

 After you write your ideas, compare them with other students: Talk to 3 other students. What 

is the same (draw a ○)? What is different (draw a ×)? 

Box 3: Instructions for the “Past Experience of English Lessons” (PEEL) activity 

 

I also introduced the Learning Journal (hereafter LJ), and asked students to write 

an entry at the end of every session directly related to the study. The English 

translation of instructions for the LJ is set out in Box 4. 
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Learning Journal 

 During your studies this year please keep a learning journal – a kind of diary about your 

English Expression lessons and some Homeroom periods. 

 I’d like you to reflect about what we did in class – think back, and write a very short entry 

about (for example):  

- something you learned / 

- something you enjoyed / 

- something that made you think about yourself / 

- something that was motivating / 

- something you want to try next lesson… 

 Sometimes I might ask you to write about a specific topic or activity from class, but 

otherwise it’s your choice what you write about. 

 It should be short – 1 paragraph at most. You will have 5 minutes at the end of each lesson to 

write in Japanese. 

 Please bring this journal to class every week. 

 Example 

Box 4: Learning Journal instructions 

 

4.3 Cycle 1: Observing – Interpreting growth 

Some may question the inclusion of this first section as an action research cycle, 

considering that it involved no explicit change-action to teaching. However, I argue 

that introducing research itself is a form of change, in line with Cohen et al. (2011) 

paraphrasing Kemmis and McTaggart (1992): “Action research starts with small 

cycles of planning, acting, observing and reflecting which can help to define issues, 

12/12/2012 

In today’s class we did an activity about dreams for the future. We had to write about 

our own dream. Next, we asked other students about their dreams. It was really 

interesting to know about other students’ dreams and hopes – they had so many 

different ideas! Because I heard other students’ ideas, I could think more about my 

own dream… 
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ideas and assumptions” (p. 347). It was with this purpose in mind that I wanted 

firstly to gain a clearer understanding of the participants making up the class 

group, and to compare and contrast the themes emergent from these data with 

understandings from my previous experiences and the literature. Through initial 

analysis of the data I developed the theme trees displayed in Figures 5 and 6, which 

informed the introduction of change-action. 

 

 

Figure 5: Screen shot of BPES theme tree developed with NVivo in Cycle 1. 

 

 

Figure 6: Screen shot of PEEL theme tree developed with NVivo in Cycle 1. 
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4.3.1 BPES: The use of tenses in writing 

From the BPES data I identified different patterns of language that students used in 

writing (Wetherell, Taylor, & Yates, 2001). A majority of the students wrote quite 

clearly as if they were visualising their future self in action by applying present 

progressive tenses in sentence construction to express images of how they might 

be using English. As one student wrote, “I’m still living in Japan. However, I’m using 

the internet that connects the people of the world to talk with people from other 

countries.” Another student, Akira (all names are pseudonyms), used present 

tenses to formulate a narrative: 

In the morning, I wake up. I turn the switch on my computer. Instantly, I understand all 

the information that comes in Japanese (it goes without saying), but also information 

from the countries on the other side of the Pacific and Atlantic oceans. The information on 

most sites is written in English. For example, Wiki-leaks is very famous, but it’s written in 

English. But I can get information faster than anyone else. And then there’re the emails. At 

6 in the morning, I communicate with people in New York, on the other side of the Pacific 

– I can even have discussions with them. (Akira, BPES, 7/4/2011) 

However, a handful of the students also wrote using the Japanese 〜たい form 

(-tai – want to), which I interpreted as representing qualitatively more of a 

separation of the present self from a removed future self: “Even when I’m in Japan, 

when I’m asked the way by foreigners, I want to be able to guide them fluently in 

English. If I could speak English, I’d be able to feel at ease in any job.” Although this 

student extract contains images of a future self using English, the construction of 

the sentences suggested a division between the present self hoping these things for 

the future self. 
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4.3.2 BPES: Writing about occupations 

A great number of students described their idea of a best possible English self as 

using English for work. This writing fell into two categories: Much of the writing 

explicitly mentioned occupations related to technology and engineering, while 

other students made no clear reference to the kind of occupation they were 

envisioning: 

I find my English useful when I develop robots in cooperation with people from overseas. 

I’m able to communicate with researchers from other countries. (Masa, BPES, 

7/4/2011) 

 

I work as a manager for a large, foreign company, and don’t really live anywhere – I 

travel all over the world. (Kazu, BPES, 7/4/2011) 

 

4.3.3 BPES: A future self speaking English 

Students also wrote with reference to the form in which they envisaged using 

English: Overwhelmingly students wrote of forms of verbal communication that 

their best possible English self was conducting: 

I’m working at the FBI. I work every day, and can take orders even in English. English is 

useful for things like everyday conversation, planning sessions at my job, or teaching my 

children. I can converse freely with people who live around me, or even the boss of my 

company. (Eiji, BPES, 7/4/2011) 

 

4.3.4 PEEL: Positive and negative experiences in previous 

classrooms 

Analysis of the past experience of English lessons in the writing of students 

revealed that negative experiences of junior-high school English lessons 



Chapter Four – Action Research Cycles 1, 2 and 3          種蒔き・双葉・新緑 

 

 119 

outweighed positive experiences. The few positive experiences mentioned teachers’ 

approaches to lessons: “The teacher taught enjoyably, so it was fun,” “The teacher 

taught us enthusiastically, so we became smarter.” 

Negative experience of lessons split broadly into three areas, with the 

first also linking to the influence of the teacher:  

The teacher just talked and talked, so it was very boring. (Yu, PEEL, 12/4/2011) 

The teacher wrote grammar on the blackboard and we just copied anything. I didn’t 

learn. (Kousuke, PEEL, 12/4/2011) 

Secondly, students wrote of their own or other students’ lack of understanding in 

lessons: “Lessons were too short – there were students who couldn’t remember in 

the short time,” “Lessons progressed very quickly, so I lost track.” Thirdly, the 

classroom environments were also experienced in a negative way: 

The lessons at times weren’t viable – students just did whatever they liked. (Masa, PEEL, 

12/4/2011) 

It was so noisy that I couldn’t concentrate. (Satoshi, PEEL, 12/4/2011) 

Lessons were sleep-inducing because it was quiet. (Rui, PEEL, 12/4/2011) 

 

4.3.5 PEEL: Reasons for English study 

Students also wrote of their understandings of the purpose of their English studies 

at junior-high school. Once again, a number of students made a connection to the 

promise of English in their future occupation: “It will be useful when I start my 

future working life.” In congruence with my experiences with older students at the 

college, other students drew on the rhetoric in Japanese society about the spread 

of globalisation and the necessity of English: “So I can be useful in the global village,” 
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“Because the world is becoming more globalised.” A final theme that emerged was 

a lack of understanding of the purpose of studying English at junior-high school: “I 

don’t know why,” “Because it was one of our lessons?” “It needs to be studied?” 

 

4.4 Cycle 1: Reflecting on the data 

I wanted to gain a holistic understanding of these themes to consider the 

introduction of change-action, yet I knew that I could not focus on all of the areas 

that were revealed in the data. As such, in order to graphically summarise what I 

perceived the data as telling me about the first research question, I developed the 

diagram displayed in Figure 7. 

 

 

Figure 7: Summary of themes from action research Cycle 1. 

At the time I was quite surprised and excited by the data collected in the BPES. 
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Students wrote in a clear and developed way of images of a future self using 

English. This was completely at odds with the experiences I had had with older 

kosen students. I determined to focus on fostering student ideas of a future 

English-using self related to occupation. This tied in neatly with the overall 

vocational focus of the college. Such a focus would provide more personal 

relevance to English study for these students, attempting to address some students’ 

lack of understanding of the purpose of English study reflected in comments in the 

PEEL exercise. 

I was influenced in my thinking at this point by studies in the research 

literature. One from the Japanese university context that I had come across during 

my initial review of the L2 motivation literature in Japan, Agawa et al. (2011), drew 

a strong link between students not understanding the purpose of English study 

and a lack of any kind of motivation – amotivation (p. 13). In contrast, writing on 

motivation from a self-determination theory perspective (Ryan & Deci, 2002) 

emphasised the importance of a rationale for learning (Jang, 2008). I planned from 

the outset to develop activities that might communicate to students why English 

study was a valuable enterprise by helping them to make a connection with their 

future English-using occupational self. 

Furthermore, research literature (e.g., Rapley, 2010, p. 37) draws 

attention to the belief held by Japanese junior-high school students that English 

speaking skills will be necessary for their future. Many of the students in the 

current study, who had just graduated from junior-high school, also described their 
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future English-using self speaking. However, research conducted in the kosen 

context reveals that graduates of kosen use a variety of practical English skills in 

their work environments (Koseneigo kenkyuuiinkai, 2008). I therefore determined 

to foster an idea of the interconnected nature of language use through emphasising 

tasks involving not only speaking but a range of skills. Linked to the style of lesson, 

the analysis of the PEEL revealed that these learners had been demotivated by 

teacher-centred lessons in which their comprehension was not facilitated. As a 

result, I decided to introduce as much group-work as possible, in order to move the 

focus away from myself as the teacher and also to encourage students to scaffold 

each other’s comprehension. 

 

4.5 Cycle 2: Planning and acting 

EE lessons continued with students starting on a task-based course. I had to select 

the textbook, Widgets (Benevides & Valvona, 2008), four months prior to meeting 

the students. As such, I cannot claim that the lesson style introduced was based on 

the data collected in Cycle 1. However, the focus in the textbook on using English 

for a job matched well with what students had written in the BPES activity. The 

story-based theme of the textbook sees students training at an international 

technology company, using English to communicate about technology and the 

development of new products. During the course of the lessons in this action 

research cycle, students used English to introduce themselves to “co-workers” and 

discuss their opinions about different products. I organised students randomly into 
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initial groups of four to “work” collaboratively in this imagined occupational 

setting. I was aware of a cross-cultural study in which Japanese people expressed 

more developed possible-self images related to occupation/education (Unemori et 

al., 2004, p. 333). I hoped to draw on this trend from past research findings and the 

data initially collected from these students to further develop these images. 

During these first weeks of the semester I wrote in the RJ of my 

frustration at attempting to incorporate this research alongside the regular flow of 

the college. Administrative duties absorbed almost all of the time allocated to 

homeroom periods. I felt the pressure of trying to make some “substantial” 

contribution in my doctoral research, and the pressure of expectation arising from 

the fact that I had introduced the research to students and their caregivers, yet 

there was little chance to introduce explicit possible-self activities. 

As it happened, a key development in this cycle of the action research 

occurred when an older kosen student I had taught previously wandered into my 

office midway through April. He was eager to talk with me about his experiences 

on an internship with a Japanese company located in Thailand. As we were 

conversing, the idea of inviting him to talk to my students developed as a natural 

link to the idea of “near peer modelling” (Yashima, 2009). I hoped that such an 

experience might foster students’ ideas of a future English-using self in that they 

might “see in [this older student] their ‘future selves’ and become motivated about 

this potential” (Yashima, 2009, p. 153). 

4.5.1 HR3: A role-model presentation by an older kosen student 
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The older student (the equivalent of a 4th-year university student in Japan, around 

22 years old) had just arrived back from a 3-week internship working on-site at a 

Japanese technology company in Thailand. He decided the content of the 

presentation. He arrived to the classroom early, and we chatted in English as we 

were setting up for the presentation. He then talked to the students in Japanese for 

around 30 minutes, using computer slides (see Figure 8) to introduce the overseas 

internship program and what he perceived about English and communication 

through his experiences in Thailand. At times he also addressed me in English. 

After he had finished his presentation, I asked my students to write their 

reflections in their LJs. An entry from my RJ illustrates my initial impression of the 

session: 

Ren did pretty well preparing his presentation, but to be honest, it went on for a bit 

long.…The students just listened in silence, and had no questions at the end. Too far 

away from them? The topic, an internship, might still be pretty far-removed from them, 

being just fresh out of junior-high school.… I’ll have to wait and see what the students 

have written in their LJs. (RJ, 11/5/2011) 
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Figure 8: A sample of materials from the student presentation. 

 

4.6 Cycle 2: Observing – Interpreting growth 

Much to my dismay at the time, this was the only explicit possible-self activity in 

Cycle 2: 

As things are going, there is just so much time taken with boring surveys or menial 

information I have to pass on to students.… Looking at the weeks ahead, it’s hard to see 

when the next chance for a PS [possible-self] activity might be. And so this makes me 

frustrated for my research, and for the possibilities of doing something worthwhile with 

these students – I kind of feel like chances are slipping away. (RJ, 21/5/2011) 

Nevertheless, I collected the LJs from students in the final English Expression 

lesson before midterm exams and hurriedly analysed them in the brief period 

before lessons recommenced. I developed the theme tree displayed in Figure 9, and 

I introduce below the themes that influenced my thinking at the time. 
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Figure 9: Screen shot of theme tree developed with NVivo in Cycle 2. 

 

4.6.1 Dynamic nature of motivation 

One theme that was particularly noticeable in the LJs was the fluctuation in 

motivation expressed by students. The writing revealed that their motivation in 

lessons varied from week to week and also within lessons during different 

activities. This dynamic nature of their motivation was influenced by their 

comprehension in lessons and also elements external to the direct lesson 

environment, such as experiences in other lessons or fatigue. The following 

sequence of three consecutive LJ entries written by Tetsuo is informative:  

Today was the second lesson, so I’m becoming able to understand what the teacher is 

saying little by little. I thought that the English we used when we made business cards, 

and then introduced ourselves and our position was really useful. So when I get out into 

the working world, and can use this when meeting with people from another company, I 

hope it will be understood. In order to further use what I studied today in later lessons, I 

want to go home, and study more, so I can understand more. (Tetsuo, LJ, 19/4/2011) 

 

Today there were so many chances to speak English, so it was really hard work. 

Compared to when I wasn’t really interested in trying English, I’m now trying to listen to 

each word, and so I’ve actually become able to understand more. Even hard words, 

maybe because I’ve been studying them before I come to the lesson, are easy to 
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understand when they come up. I feel like if I continue with this kind of motivation, I’ll 

be able to take myself to higher and higher levels. (Tetsuo, LJ, 26/4/2011) 

 

Today, maybe because I was tired, I wasn’t able to catch much when listening. Inside my 

head there were just all these question marks, and it was really terrible because I didn’t 

understand at all. (Tetsuo, LJ, 10/5/2011) 

This theme was also apparent in my own reflections on sessions in my RJ. 

I write of a constant tension of attempting to keep students “on track” in what must 

have been a very different, freer lesson environment to that which their responses 

to the PEEL activity in Cycle 1 suggested they may have been accustomed to at 

junior-high school: 

Aah, well, who knows how things will turn out now? My class were just on another 

planet today (well, about half of them, which set off another quarter, with a quarter 

actually trying). In the end I had to stop them and have a ‘stern word’ or two. (RJ, 

19/4/2011) 

 

Well, that was great … Maybe I got the feeling that last week, students weren’t really 

prepared for the very practical nature of lessons, and so went a bit rampant with the 

freedom. This week, they seemed to be getting more used to the story idea of the 

Widgets thing, and I also tried harder to help them imagine… (RJ, 26/4/2011) 

 

4.6.2 Plausibility of an English-using self 

Despite my initial worries about the benefits of the role-model student 

presentation, it encouraged participants to write of changes in their perception of 

the plausibility of an English-using self: 

When I thought that the English I’ve been studying since JHS is actually useful for my 

future, I felt like I wanted to try myself to make my English even better … And sometime, 

I want to become like today’s presenter. (Yusuke, LJ, 11/5/2011) 
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In the speech, the student said that you don’t need to have perfect English, so I realised 

that it’s important to just challenge communicating. So I want to try communicating 

even with my flawed English. (Kazu, LJ, 11/5/2011) 

These ideas of plausibility were also refined in the EE classroom, as students 

experienced success using English during activities. As Masa articulated: 

In today’s lesson, still not everything, but more of what the teacher was saying, what he 

wanted to say, I could understand! (Masa, LJ, 26/4/2011) 

 

4.6.3 Noticing a gap in ability 

As evident in the quotes in section 4.6.2, students wrote of becoming aware of a 

gap between their current English-using self and where they would like to be in 

the future. This awareness grew in lessons as students “tried on” their English self 

in activities: 

Even though I could imagine a product inside my head, it was very difficult to try to 

explain it in English so the other person could understand. That was because I know too 

few words, so when I tried to explain to another student, everything was too vague. I got 

to know how difficult it is to explain your ideas in English, so I want to work to try to be 

able to express myself better. (Taichi, LJ, 24/5/2011) 

The role-model presentation also encouraged students to write of this gap in an 

unexpected way. Although I had asked the older student to come and speak to the 

class, many students wrote of ways in which their observation of interactions in 

English between the older student and myself fostered awareness of a gap between 

their present- and ideal-selves. Sayaka’s reflection is illustrative: 

When I saw him [the older student] speaking fluent English without looking at any paper, 

I thought that I’d like to be able to become like him, and communicate with people from 

many other countries. (Sayaka, LJ, 11/5/2011) 
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4.6.4 Vague goal-setting 

A final theme apparent from the writing of students concerned the way in which 

they expressed goals for improving their English. Although many students often 

wrote of reflecting on experiences in lessons and setting goals for the next lesson 

or the future, they frequently used only the Japanese word 頑張る (ganbaru – to 

persist / do one’s best). As such, these goals were quite vague and lacked concrete 

detail of actions to work towards the goal: “I want to try hard next time, too,” “I 

want to do my best to be able to listen to English,” “I like English, but I’m not good 

at it, so I’d like to be able to get better at English through this class.” 

 

4.7 Cycle 2: Reflecting on the data 

Data analysis at this time suggested that many students made a connection 

between self-images and English study through the presentation of the older 

student. However, although students were noticing a gap between their present 

ability and what they would like to become, the way in which they wrote of steps to 

move towards this future self was underdeveloped. These themes reminded me of 

Higgins’s (1987) self-discrepancy theory. I perceived that the developing classroom 

environments were encouraging students to become more aware of the plausibility 

of a future self using English, but that perhaps they lacked knowledge of ways in 

which they could reduce the gap between the present and future self. I picked up 

on the themes of “noticing a gap” and “vague goal-setting.” I had the intent of 

introducing change-action that might allow students to think more concretely 
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about the ways in which they could become agentic in studying to decrease the gap 

between an ideal self and their current self. 

 

4.8 Cycle 3: Planning and acting 

Lessons recommenced after the first semester mid-term exam break with students 

continuing to “work” at the international technology company. Students developed 

original product ideas and changed to different groups. In these new groups, 

students debated the pros and cons of product ideas proposed by other students. 

These groups finally prepared and conducted a poster presentation. The poster 

presentations conveyed as a team student ideas about different product proposals 

they had reviewed, and their reasons for selection of one student-created product 

in each group to “go into production.” 

As an initial attempt to encourage students to think more concretely 

about ways in which they might work towards decreasing the gap between their 

present and ideal English-using self, I planned an EE lesson focusing explicitly on 

student-perceived actions they could take. 

 

4.8.1 EE8: English learning strategy brainstorming activity 

In the second EE lesson after the midterm exam period, I first made a short 

presentation to students about my own learning experiences with the Japanese 

language, and the way in which I had used writing in a diary as one strategy to 

improve my Japanese ability (see Figure 10). My reflections in the RJ give insight 
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into my own perception of this initial activity: 

I’d been doubtful that they would be interested, but I think the entries I showed them 

expressed my frustrations with studying Japanese, yet also showed a clear progression 

(and had a running theme of me hating boring meetings, which many laughed about), so 

overall there seemed to be a really good atmosphere after I’d shown this – like they had 

gotten a bit closer to the teacher, and perhaps…this showing of my experience shone 

some light on the necessity to do something concrete. (RJ, 14/6/2011)  

 

 

Figure 10: The diary of the teacher-researcher as a Japanese learner (showing 

progress in different writing scripts, vocabulary, grammar usage). 

 

Students then discussed in groups for around 10 minutes about one of four English 

language skills and how they could work on improving that particular skill. They 
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next mingled to hear ideas from other group members for improving different 

skills. After mingling, students moved back into their original groups to share what 

they had heard from other students, and then wrote those ideas on their 

worksheets. The English translation of the worksheet (which was written in 

English and Japanese) is shown in Box 5. 

 

1. English-learning strategies What can you do to improve? In your group, discuss different ideas 

about how to improve one English skill. Write the ideas in the box below. 

Reading Writing 

  

 

  

Speaking Listening 

  

 

  

2. Other ideas Ask other students how to improve English skills. Write their ideas in the boxes. 

Box 5: English learning strategy activity 

 

4.8.2 EE11 – EE13: Poster presentations 

As part of the progression of EE lessons near the end of semester, students worked 

towards making a poster presentation as a group about student products with 

which they had been working. This activity formed a review, and was the final 

assessed task of the semester’s studies. I provided examples of posters and we 

watched two short video clips of poster presentations in order to give students an 

image of what they might do. I also distributed an outline for the kinds of 
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information that could be on the poster and in the speech, but the content was left 

up to students. Over two preparation lessons, students worked collaboratively in 

their groups to design posters and write English scripts that would convey to their 

fellow “co-workers” why they chose a certain product over others to go into 

production. These lessons allowed the student groups to work at their own pace 

towards the poster presentation, but I also noted in the RJ my unease as a teacher 

at this freedom: 

Just leaving it up to them, there were students that worked hard, and students that 

didn’t really try at all.… I think, as a teacher, it’s a bit difficult to let go like this 

sometimes.… At the same rate, the majority of groups worked pretty well together to 

TRY to finish, and there were some nice posters being made. (RJ, 12/7/2011 – emphasis 

in original) 

On the day of the poster presentations groups split into two pairs, and one pair 

presented while the other pair listened to other presentations. Pairs then swapped 

roles. In my RJ I observed simply that “it was a very busy lesson”, but also my 

surprise at the number of “noticeable practiced groups – Koji actually called me 

over to hear their presentation” (RJ, 19/7/2011). Figure 11 shows an example of a 

poster developed by one of the groups. 
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Figure 11: An example of a group poster for the poster presentation. 

 

4.8.3 HR4: Summer holiday skill building 

Although I initially had no intention of setting students a task over the summer 

holiday period, students seemed quite focused from preparation for the poster 

presentation. I wanted to help them further connect study strategies with a future 

English-using self. In an HR period following the poster presentations, I distributed 

a worksheet displaying a number of the English study strategies that students 

themselves had come up with in the earlier lesson. Students first drew a circle next 

to those strategies that they felt were possible for them to try at that point in time, 

and then chose one of these strategies to actually carry out over the summer 

holiday break. The English translation of the lists of strategies is included in 

Appendix D. 
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Before the summer holiday break I also asked students to write about 

why they chose a particular strategy, to make predictions of its effectiveness, and to 

note any factors that might hinder their implementation of the strategy. Following 

the summer holiday break, students wrote reflections about their experiences 

trying to use their selected strategy. 

 

4.8.4 HR5: Student self-reflection on data 

I analysed the student LJs and constructed a simple questionnaire featuring closed- 

and open-ended items regarding the themes at this point. After the summer 

holiday and exam breaks, I was able to make time in a homeroom period for 

students to reflect on the research. I first asked students to read and remark on 

their own LJ responses regarding experiences from the first semester. The English 

translation of instructions to students is presented in Box 6.  

 

Learning Journal Reflection 

 Please re-read your Learning Journal. For you, was there anything in HRs, English Expression 

lessons, or some other experience close to you that connected to your motivation to study 

English? Please write about it. (If there was something that reduced your motivation, write 

about that also.) 

Box 6: Instructions for the Learning Journal Reflection activity 

 

After collecting these further reflections, I also asked students to record their 

responses to the questionnaire (see Appendix E). 
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4.9 Cycle 3: Observing – Interpreting growth 

I combined my initial understandings of themes emergent from students’ LJs with 

their own reflections on their LJs, data from the questionnaires and the summer 

skill-building activity. The themes which particularly drew my attention at this 

time are set out below Figure 12, which displays the revised theme tree developed 

in Cycle 3. 

 

 

Figure 12: Screen shot of theme tree developed with NVivo in Cycle 3. 

 

4.9.1 Noticing a gap linking to action-plans 

There was a continuation of students writing about a gap between their current 

self and a future self. The activities that focused explicitly on concrete English 
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learning strategies were frequently linked to this realisation of a gap: 

When we watched the DVD I couldn’t catch everything, and couldn’t write it, so I want to 

try studying using some of the ideas from last lesson. (Jun, LJ, 21/6/2011) 

As is evident in the extract from Jun’s writing, students often noticed a gap in 

ability during lessons, and some students made reference to individual setting of 

strategies to lessen the gap in the short-term: 

We did listening again after a long break, but I couldn’t catch anything. There were so 

many words that I didn’t know. I thought that if I had only studied the words from the 

textbook before the lesson, I would have been able to catch more, so I want to do that 

from now on. (Tomoe, LJ, 21/6/2011) 

 

In the discussion today, there were times when I didn’t know some English, so I used 

Japanese. However, as it’s my own opinion, I want to look up how to say things from now 

on. (Jiro, LJ, 8/6/2011) 

 

4.9.2 A feeling of progress in competence 

Even more noticeable in the data at this point was student writing regarding the 

ways in which they could feel plausibility of a future English-using self through 

using English successfully in activities and making progress. This progress was also 

frequently linked by students to a future sense of action, as evident in the following 

extract from Jiro’s worksheet completed after the summer skill-building activity:  

I could study whilst watching a movie, so I could concentrate. It didn’t take too much 

time, and I could do it when I liked, so it was fun. Also, I didn’t get bored of it, so I think 

I’ll be able to continue from now on too. There were some parts where there was a lot of 

difficult English that I didn’t understand, but I could remember many easy 

conversations, and understand the way of using English… What I thought this time was 

that, even English sentences that I can’t understand, if I listen many times I can get it, so 
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listening repeatedly is important. Also, using English in my everyday life would help me 

improve even more, I think. (Jiro, Skill-building activity, 7/9/2011) 

 

4.9.3 Comparisons of ability with other students 

A theme that became apparent at this analysis point was the way in which students 

wrote of comparisons of ability with other students. Often these comparisons were 

within the groups in which they spent a majority of their time: 

The student next to me is really skilled, so my language ability has gone up a lot. And I’ve 

become more aware of different phrases. (Ryo, LJ, 5/7/2011) 

However, the final poster presentation also fostered in some students comparisons 

of ability with students from other groups, and perhaps a sense that they might be 

doing things differently to how they had been up to that point. As Nao wrote: 

I learnt a lot from listening to the other students’ presentations as well. They all used 

slightly different expressions and ways of saying things, so I was really impressed. The 

people I thought were good at English seemed like they were used to using English, so I 

want to treat my lessons seriously, speak lots of English, and take advantage of 

opportunities like these presentations. (Nao, LJ, 19/7/2011) 

As a result, in the questionnaire I asked students whether such comparisons 

encouraged them to want to study more, or if they felt they ought to study more. 

Although there was not a significant difference, the questionnaire data (see Table 

5) tend to suggest that students perceived comparisons with others as a kind of 

pressure: 
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Table 5 

Questionnaire Data about Other-Comparison 
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When I’m doing English activities, I look 

at other students and think, “I ought to 

study more.” 

15 

(37.5%) 

16 

(40%) 

4 

(10%) 

4 

(10%) 

1 

(2.5%) 
0 

When I’m doing English activities, I look 

at other students and think, “I want to 

study more.” 

4 

(10%) 

13 

(32.5%) 

13 

(32.5%) 

8 

(20%) 

2 

(4%) 
0 

 

4.9.4 The role of an image 

One perplexing result that emerged from the data analysis at this point was that 

many students did not consciously recognise the role of an image when I asked 

them about this area in the questionnaire. In the LJ, students did frequently write 

of clear future images of themselves, sometimes directly related to using English, 

and at other times more general images from lessons. The following student quotes 

are representative of those that directed me to expand a theme titled “future self”:  

Today lots of different phrases for agreeing, disagreeing and disagreeing politely came 

up… There will definitely be times when I have to turn down some annoying person 

inviting me to a meal, or a superior inviting me. So it was very useful. The next time I 

meet a foreigner, I want to try on purpose to get them to invite me to do something, just 

so that I can turn them down! (Tetsuo, LJ, 21/6/2011) 

 

I heard all the ideas from other team members. There were products from things that 

would be useful in everyday life, to those that were interesting. As I was studying and 

producing my own product ideas, I thought that to actually enter a company that 
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designs new products must be like this, so it was a good experience. And I thought that 

it’s fun to produce my own products. (Ken, LJ, 8/6/2011) 

Through the participant checking of themes via the questionnaire and the LJ 

reflection some students responded in agreement with items related to future 

image. However, what was puzzling to me was that around half of the class did not 

recognise such an image and did not agree that their future-self image had become 

more concrete over the semester: 

 

Table 6 

Questionnaire Data about Future English-Using Self Image 
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I have an image of “myself using English 

in the future.” 

5 

(12.5%) 

5 

(12.5%) 

10 

(25%) 

9 

(22.5%) 

10 

(25%) 

1 

(2.5%) 

Through English activities (in EE / HR) 

my image of “myself using English in the 

future” has become more concrete. 

2 

(5%) 

8 

(20%) 

12 

(30%) 

13 

(32.5%) 

5 

(12.5%) 
0 

 

4.10 Cycle 3: Reflecting on the data 

Although perhaps oversimplifying, at the time I understood the connections 

between student writing of noticing a gap and making more concrete mini-plans 

for near-future action as stemming from the change-action I introduced 

encouraging them to think explicitly about how they could improve specific English 

skills. Indeed, one student wrote in English at the corner of his LJ as we were doing 

these activities, as if to remind himself, “NO IMPROVEMENT WITH JUST LESSONS.” 
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Furthermore, I interpreted that the proximity of the poster presentations led 

students to make judgements about gaps in their ability to perform this task and 

write of acting in concrete ways to move towards a more able near-future 

English-using self. 

I admit though that my primary concern at this time was the confusion I 

felt at the lack of endorsement by students of the role of a future English-using self 

image, despite my understandings of this being evident in student writing. Were 

the clear images students had expressed at their entrance to the kosen fading? 

Were these images not being connected to lessons in a motivating way? Was my 

understanding of this “future English-using self-image” different from the 

students’? I was also intrigued by student writing regarding comparisons with 

other students, and in what ways these were helping them form English-using 

self-images. 

I wanted to go back over all of the data I had collected and revise my 

analysis. However, the second semester had already begun as I collected the LJ 

Reflection and questionnaire data from students. With my teaching load, I became 

frustrated that I simply did not have the time to go through the data again despite 

the questions that came up from the analysis. I needed to press on with the 

change-action that the data suggested to me now. I determined to introduce 

change-action in the subsequent cycle concerning students’ images of a future 

English-using self in order that the understandings of these images by all 

participants might become clearer. 
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4.11 Chapter summary 

This chapter has presented the action research processes from Cycles 1, 2 and 3. 

Data collected in Cycle 1 revealed that many students held clear images of a future 

self using English for an occupation, and indicated predominantly negative 

experiences in their junior-high school English lessons stemming from 

uncomfortable experience of the classroom environment and lack of 

comprehension. 

In an effort to further foster concrete development of future-self images, 

in Cycle 2 I introduced change-action in the form of a role-model presentation by 

an older student from the college in a homeroom period. Although not as a direct 

result of the initially collected data, I implemented a somewhat autonomous and 

student-centred lesson style. Analysis of data from Cycle 2 suggested that the 

developing environments in lessons and the homeroom period encouraged 

students to write of a connection between their English studies and their own 

future-using-English through successes they were experiencing, but that 

motivation to study was very dynamic in nature. The data also revealed that whilst 

the environments encouraged students to notice a gap between their current and 

future self, in the main they did not write of concrete actions to move towards a 

more able future self. 

From these understandings, in Cycle 3 I developed change-actions 

relating more specifically to fostering thinking about learning strategies for 

particular English skills. The initial analysis of the data collected in Cycle 3 revealed 
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that students were making links between recognition of gaps in ability and 

concrete actions they could take to reduce the gap between their current and 

future self. I further became aware that whilst I understood students as holding 

quite clear images of a future self using English at the commencement of their time 

at the college, the developed environments did not encourage students to recognise 

the existence of these images or to recognise the images becoming any clearer over 

the first half-year of the study. 
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Chapter Five 

若木・木 

Wakagi, Ki: Action Research Cycles 4 and 5 

 

5.1 Introduction 

This chapter concludes the discussion of the AR cycles, exploring the processes in 

Cycles 4 and 5. Table 7 shows an outline of the sessions involved. Following this 

outline, I use the same format as the previous chapter, following in cyclical 

sequence the planning and acting, the observation of change-action and reflections 

that led to further change-action in each cycle. 

As I observed in Chapter 4, friction regarding the time constraints that AR 

placed on my ability to conduct analysis increased as the year of data collection 

progressed, and came to a critical point in the cycles discussed in this chapter. 

Whilst my observations and reflections in this chapter again attempt to set forth 

the themes in the data, in Cycle 5 there is also overlap with my developing 

understandings from the revisiting of the data presented in Chapters 7, 8 and 9. 
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Table 7 

Outline of Sessions in Action Research Cycles 4 and 5 

Date AR Type Activity 

SUMMER HOLIDAYS / EXAM PERIOD  (8-week lesson break) 

22/9/2011 
 

EE1 Video (English at technology company) / goal-setting 

29/9/2011 EE2 International company: Gathering information 

5/10/2011 3 HR5 LJ Reflection / questionnaire 

6/10/2011 

AR 

Cycle 

4 

EE3 Telephoning / Information gap / Product information 

12/10/2011 HR1 Stress management & Image training 

13/10/2011 EE4 International company: Suggesting improvements 

20/10/2011 EE5 International company: Making a product manual 

COLLEGE FESTIVAL / NATIONAL HOLIDAY  (10 days no lessons) 

2/11/2011 
4 

HR2 About school festival motivation 

10/11/2011 EE6 International company: Making a survey 

EXAM PERIOD  (10 days no lessons) 

24/11/2011 

AR 

Cycle 

5 

EE7 International company: Surveying 

1/12/2011 EE8 International company: Data analysis / Market report 

7/12/2011 HR3 Possible-self tree part 1 

8/12/2011 EE9 Goal review / International company: New products 

14/12/2011 HR4 Possible-self tree part 2 

15/12/2011 EE10 International company: Infomercial situations 

22/12/2011 EE11 International company: Infomercial script 

WINTER HOLIDAYS  (2 weeks no lessons) 

11/1/2012 AR 

Cycle 

5 

HR5 Expectations of others 

12/1/2012 EE12 International company: Infomercial preparation 

24/1/2012 EE13 International company: Infomercial preparation 

INTERVIEW ENTRANCE EXAM PERIOD  (1 week no lessons) 

1/2/2012 AR 

Cycle 

5 

HR6 Role-model student speech: Canada study program 

2/2/2012 EE14 International company: Student infomercial videos 

9/2/2012 HR7 Reflection activity 
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5.2 Cycle 4: Planning and acting 

The second semester of English Expression (EE) lessons began after the summer 

holidays and first semester exam period. Students again changed groups and learnt 

of their new assignment: As a group they were to start thinking about a different 

student-developed product idea, and design and conduct a survey to discover 

points for improvement of the product. They would then write a collaborative 

research report outlining the potential market for the product. 

My intention to introduce change-action fostering a greater awareness of 

a future-self image by students emerged from the mismatch between my 

understandings and those of students evident in Cycle 3. The first activity that I 

introduced therefore combined a focus on future-self image and a continuation of 

student-defined goal-setting. 

 

5.2.1 EE1: Video (English use by technology workers) and 

goal-setting 

Late one Saturday night just before the second semester began I came across a 

television program concerning young employees at various technology companies 

(Hagiwara & Iryou, 2011) with the title “Don’t give up on English” (my translation). 

I decided that viewing this program may well be beneficial for my students, and 

determined to use it in the first lesson of the new semester. 

In the lesson, I gave students a viewing task of deciding the most 

important point from the video. The program introduced a number of case studies 

of young Japanese employees at technology companies in Japan being suddenly 
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confronted with the need to use English because of company-internal transfer. The 

program showed various imaginative ways in which these employees worked to 

improve their English. Following the viewing, students talked in groups and wrote 

on the whiteboard what they considered to be the most important points from the 

video, which we then discussed.  

A further activity drew a parallel with the strategies that technology 

workers from the video had been shown using. Students wrote what goals they 

held for themselves over the next half-year of EE lessons. I encouraged students to 

think and write in their LJs about two points: (a) what do you want to be able to do 

by the end of this semester? and (b) how will you reach your goal? 

 

5.2.2 HR1 / EE4: Image training activities 

A few weeks into the second semester I was able to find an additional opportunity 

to introduce activities that might encourage students to become more cognizant of 

their images of a future English-using self. As a result of my understandings from 

the previous AR cycle, I adapted a visioning activity from Arnold, Puchta, and 

Rinvolucri (2007, pp. 161-163) for my students. I combined this visioning activity 

with a stress-management technique (N. Oosawa, personal communication, 

February 8, 2011) in which students may experience a physical effect of creating 

images to encourage a more open experiencing of the “2 minutes into the future” 

English-self image-training activity. The English translations of instructions for 

these homeroom activities are presented in Boxes 7 and 8. 
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1. Count your number of breaths in 1 minute (one inhale/exhale cycle is counted as 1 time). … 

Write the number somewhere. Now, raise your hand for the number of times. [Count up from 5 

times to “more than 20”]. The average for people is 13 to 15 times. More than 18 is a lot (you 

might be nervous, uneasy). We want to aim to breathe normally around 10 times in a minute. 

2. Next, join your hands behind your head, bring your elbows forward. Now, really put all your 

force into your palms on the back of your head. Put pressure into your spine as well. Keep it for 

30 seconds. Be conscious of feeling nervous. … Now, let go all that pressure all at once. Close 

your eyes, let your attention go vaguely to your neck, shoulders, spine, and taste the feeling of 

looseness. 

3. Keep your eyes closed, but let your mouth hang open. Roll your head from side to side, back to 

front… [2 minutes] 

4. Next, still with your eyes closed, open your mouth and let out your breath over about 10 

seconds, imagining that it’s travelling about a metre in front of you. Partway through, press a 

little on your stomach with both hands, and lean forward. While you are breathing out, make 

an image that all the things that you are worried about at the moment are leaving your body 

with your breath. Your head and your body, everything is fresh. After you finish breathing out, 

slacken your hands, breathe in through your nose for around 3 seconds. Straighten your body 

again. Make an image of warm energy coming into your empty body through your head and 

your feet. Next, hold your breath for around 2 seconds. Make an image that the warm energy is 

filling your whole body. Repeat for around 5 minutes… 

5. Last, count your number of breaths over one minute again. Write the number. Raise your hand 

if the number went down. Did anyone’s number go down by a lot? [volunteers]. 

Box 7: Instructions for stress management exercise (N. Oosawa, personal 

communication, February 8, 2011) 
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1. Close your eyes. 

2. Relax… Concentrate on your breathing… Slowly breathe in… and out… in… out… 

3. Imagine you are looking a long way away… And, a long way away, there is the shape of a 

person… 

4. Going closer, you realise that the person is you a number of years later… You are with some 

friends the same age, and you’re speaking with everyone in English… Enthusiastically, you’re 

speaking about something in English, and your friends are really listening to what you’re 

saying… 

5. Then one of your friends asks a question about the topic of which you are talking, and you 

understand the English of your friend perfectly and answer… 

6. For a second you think, “communicating with everyone in English, being able to have 

interesting conversations is really fun…” 

7. After a while, you split up from your friends, and walk towards a large building… This is where 

you are working… You go inside, walk to your office, and sit down at your desk… 

8. After a little time passes, a co-worker comes and hands you a research paper the two of you are 

writing… The two of you read the content you have written in English, and discuss in English 

what parts you think need fixing… And while you are discussing, you type the corrections into 

your computer in English… 

9. For a second you think, “this work is really fun and worthwhile…” And you think, “it’s so 

interesting to talk with all these co-workers from different countries in English…” 

10. Keep this feeling… And at the timing that’s right for you, keeping this feeling, open your eyes 

and come back to this room… 

11. Now, quickly, without talking to anyone, put your feeling now into a phrase, and write it down. 

Box 8: “2 minutes into the future” image-training instructions (adapted from 

Arnold et al., 2007, pp. 161-163) 

 

My writing in the RJ reveals my perceptions of how students participated 

in these activities: 

Just did the image training thing. Not sure. When everyone had their eyes open, it felt 

like they were all thinking ‘what on earth is this??!’ What I can say, though, is that when 

we were actually doing the stress management part, the students were ALL doing it, ALL 

moving. And when we did the English PS [possible-self] image part, students stayed with 

their image for quite some time even after I’d stopped talking. Were they really ‘seeing’ 
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their image and they wanted to stay with it? Or just sleepy?! (RJ, 12/10/2011 – 

emphasis in original) 

In the following EE lesson I also reminded students of these exercises from the 

previous day, and encouraged them to try to be conscious of their image of a future 

self using English during the lesson. 

 

5.2.3 HR2: Motivation towards the college festival 

Midway through the semester, over a weekend in late October, every class 

produced an event in their regular classroom for the college festival. It had very 

little to do directly with students’ studies of English. However, I noted in the RJ my 

surprise at what emerged as the class event. Prior to the festival, students had 

shown little interest during homeroom discussions of how to develop the class 

event. With only one week until the festival, the class theme was suddenly revised 

from a haunted house to a costume café, with students planning to dress in 

costumes of various Japanese anime characters and act as waiters and waitresses 

for customers. The day before the festival, I drove to a nearby wholesale 

supermarket to buy items for students to sell at their cafe, holding rather low 

expectations of what would be produced, and feeling doubtful whether these quite 

shy students would really dress up in costumes. 

However, the following morning when I walked into the classroom it had 

been transformed. The students were proudly wearing their anime costumes, one 

boy dressed as a French maid with an iridescent blue wig eagerly showing me his 

matching (imitation) Japanese sword. The classroom had been divided into two 
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parts with a large curtain, one for a preparation area, and the other with tables and 

chairs arranged for customers. Hand-made menus and signs abounded, and the 

students gleefully passed me a class T-shirt they had made especially for the 2-day 

event. I felt ashamed at my doubts and put the class T-shirt straight on over my 

clothes. 

As a result of these apparent radical changes in student motivation, in the 

homeroom period directly following I asked students to write about and draw a 

graph of their motivation towards the class event over the months prior to the 

college festival. I drew an outline on the blackboard showing five set points: (a) 

when they first heard they would do something for the college festival, (b) when 

they discussed in HRs about the class plan, (c) the two preparation days before the 

festival, (d) the days of the festival, and (e) now – their motivation towards the 

next college festival. 

 

5.3 Cycle 4: Observing – Interpreting growth 

I once again collected students’ LJs before the mid-semester exam break and 

intended to quickly analyse them during this period. This said, there were only the 

10 days before lessons recommenced, and I once again had to invigilate seven 

100-minute exams, conduct four English presentation skills lessons for older 

students at the college and deal with regular administrative duties. I recorded in 

my researcher journal in the midst of data analysis: “A brief reflection: AR is really 

rushed!” (RJ, 10/11/2011). In the end, although I analysed the majority of the data 

during the exam period and was able to return the LJs to students, analysis 
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continued over a number of weeks. During this time I also designed the theme tree 

(see Figure 13) which informed my thinking and actions for the final AR cycle. 

 

 

Figure 13: Screen shot of theme tree developed with NVivo in Cycle 4. 

 

5.3.1 Development of images of a future self 

Across the LJ entries of students at this analysis point it appeared that the 

environment had encouraged students to write more of the development of their 

images of future self. Firstly, the linking of the “2 minutes into the future” visioning 

activity with the following EE lesson had fostered reflection on a future 

English-using self. As one student wrote (all extracts are translated from the 

Japanese): 

I want to become that me of years in the future that I could see in the distance. (Yusuke, 

LJ, 12/10/2011 – HR) 
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I thought that every little bit of English I try to speak or use now at some point in my 

future I’ll be able to use it. Even if it’s little by little, I want to try my hardest to become 

able to use English normally. There’s no harm in doing English. (Yusuke, LJ, 13/10/2011 

– EE lesson) 

However, there was diversity in these reflections and the influence that they had 

on perceptions by students. As Hide’s writing reveals, although he appeared to 

have a strongly emotional response to his image during the guided visioning 

activity, he found it difficult to translate this into action in the following EE lesson: 

The me being able to speak clear English was amazing. (Hide, LJ, 12/10/2011 – HR) 

 

I often think about the future, but I don’t get motivated, and so I can’t start to act. Even if 

that’s the really close future, like tomorrow, most times I don’t get motivated. I want to 

fix this personality. (Hide, LJ, 13/10/2011 – EE lesson) 

A further way in which change in environment encouraged students to reflect on 

future-self images can be seen in their responses to the college festival class event 

(see Figure 14). This writing in many cases showed great dynamicity and 

suggested student recognition of future-self images: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

When I first heard I didn’t understand what to do, but was just looking forward to it, but when the 

plan was decided, to be honest, I couldn’t be bothered. But on the preparation days and the actual 

days it was really fun like the graph. I’ve experienced it once, so I have clear vision on the inside of 

me now. So I’m looking forward to next time. (Taku, LJ, 2/11/2011) 

Figure 14: One student’s perception of dynamicity of motivation towards the 

college festival class event. 
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The environments also fostered reflections on the connected nature of 

self across time, and that actions now have direct influence on future possibilities: 

I felt strongly that the one who thinks about what kind of person I am some years later 

is me now. This time, perhaps because I was relaxed, even though I was able to see the 

image of me of some years later, images like my clothes were scattered around like 

pieces of a puzzle, and I thought that I need to think about what’s in front of me by 

myself, and choose it by myself. (Eiji, LJ, 12/10/2011 – HR) 

 

In today’s lesson, I took the lesson feeling that the me using English in my personal life 

must be like the feeling in this lesson. But whether I will actually become like what I felt 

today depends on me, so I’ll do my best. (Eiji, LJ, 13/10/2011 – EE lesson) 

 

5.3.2 Interactions with other students 

Although also a common theme in previous analysis cycles, particularly prominent 

in this cycle was the way in which students described their perceptions of 

interactions with other students during activities. Classroom interaction allowed a 

recognition of the value of cooperation with others as well as opportunities to use 

and build practical English ability:  

In today’s lesson my motivation really went up! [It was] because I was able to think 

together with the members in my team, and I could use English. There are still words 

that I don’t know, but day by day I want to become able to understand. (Masa, LJ, 

6/10/2011) 

 

When we thought about the product it was difficult to summarize in English, but I was 

able to do it with the cooperation of team members. I think that this kind of power is 

important, so I want to work hard. (Kazu, LJ, 6/10/2011) 

Whilst at times students noted the difficulties of working together with others, 

they also reflected on the capacity of cooperation to extend individual ability: 
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All the members of the group were throwing their opinions out in a very lively way, we 

got a little off track, but in the end we were able to pull together the way of using the 

product that we all agreed upon. Putting how to use something into English that we 

don’t usually use was difficult. But amidst that, from the 4 of us we could make it into 

one shape, so I was glad. (Eiji, 20/10/2011) 

 

5.3.3 Comparisons with other students 

Once again, students continued to write of comparisons with other students. They 

compared their ability, but also reflected on their ideas or actions in comparison 

with those of other students:  

In today’s lesson I thought it was good that I could hear the different opinions of 

members in my team. Some opinions were the same as mine, others were different, but I 

could learn a lot by listening to them. And by saying our opinions it’s a way of deepening 

our relationships with classmates, so I want to develop my confidence to say my opinion 

in these kinds of chances. (Hiro, LJ, 6/10/2011) 

However, some students also wrote of pressures that they felt from making 

comparisons with other students in activities: “I feel something like I can’t keep up 

with the conversation of the others in my team, so I thought I want to do it 

properly next time.” These perceived contributions to the group varied by lesson, 

as evident in the following two entries by Shun: 

Today’s lesson was really difficult and there were many things that I didn’t understand, 

so I was helped lots by the members in my group. I want to also be useful for other 

members in my team, so by at least looking up words, I want to be a useful person. 

(Shun, LJ, 29/9/2011) 

 

It was even more difficult than I imagined to make questions. …But the people in my 

team are really excellent students, so it worked out somehow in the end. This time, I feel 

like I was somewhat useful. (Shun, LJ, 10/11/2011) 

In the first entry, Shun compares himself with the other members of his group and 
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concludes that the other members had better abilities because he was “helped lots 

by the members”. This seems to have prompted him to want to “also be useful for 

other members”. In the following entry, although he again attributes the progress 

made to the other group members being “really excellent students”, he also 

compares his own contributions with his past experience and perceives himself as 

having been comparatively “somewhat useful” this time. 

 

5.4 Cycle 4: Reflecting on the data 

Through the introduction of activities focusing explicitly on future-self images, 

some students made connections between their activities in the present and future 

possibility. This development was exciting for me, and affirms Ushioda’s (2009) 

observation that “future self representations or possible selves are entirely 

continuous with language learners’ current selves” (p. 225). On the other hand, 

there were students who did not make such connections. Due to my gradually 

evolving understandings of complex systems theory, I did not want to draw 

simplistic linear cause-effect conclusions. I became increasingly aware of the need 

to examine in more depth the dynamics and diversity of students’ recognition of 

these connections by looking further at data from previous cycles. However, at this 

point in the study I simply did not have time to go back and review my analysis: 

It really is not feasible at the moment. Trying to do this coding [analysis] whilst teaching 

lessons, preparing for the confirmation seminar, invigilating exams, doing grading and 

whatnot is just enough already….I really feel this is a shortcoming of this kind of research. 

(RJ, 21/11/2011) 

In spite of my recognition of the potential value of re-exploring the data, the 
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constraints of the context meant that I could not implement this revision at this 

point in time. Therefore, my understandings of the data at the end of AR Cycle 4 led 

me to plan another activity with an explicit focus on the connections that some 

students were reflecting on. 

Further writing by students about the ways they were being influenced 

by comparisons with other students was also intriguing. In Dörnyei’s (2009a, p. 

29) L2MSS, there is mention of the peer group as part of the L2 learning experience. 

However, the ways in which students were writing of other-comparison indicated 

that the other might act as an ideal self, something to aspire to, or an ought-to self, 

“the attributes that one believes one ought to possess to meet expectations and 

avoid possible negative outcomes” (p. 29 – italics in original). I therefore 

determined to investigate students’ sensed pressures and expectations regarding 

English study. 

Students also continued to notice gaps in ability through interaction and 

comparison with others and the challenging nature of some activities. However, 

despite the introduced activities in which they delineated clear goals for the second 

semester and how they would work towards them, further mention of these goals 

was not apparent in the data. This lack of reference to their own set goals led me to 

introduce change-action such that students might become more conscious of 

pursuing their stated goals. 

 

5.5 Cycle 5: Planning and acting 

During the final cycle of action research students completed their year’s simulated 
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“traineeship” at the technology company in EE lessons. Students changed groups 

for the last time and worked towards preparing and videorecording a television 

advertisement for their product. EE lessons finished with a screening of these 

student-created “infomercials” for the whole class. 

The HR periods in this final cycle allowed far more freedom of content. 

The school year was winding down through the winter and spring breaks, and my 

administrative duties were reduced. I introduced a number of activities with an 

explicit link to possible-self theory and the L2MSS. However, I was also cautious of 

overdoing it. As I wrote in my RJ, “Is it all too onerous on them [the students]? 

Aren’t they getting sick of Sampson with his ‘motivation’?” (RJ, 21/11/2011).  

 

5.5.1 EE 9: Goal review and lesson action-planning 

Due to the students’ apparent lack of focus on their self-determined goals for 

English, I introduced an activity explicitly revising this area. Students re-read their 

LJ entry on their goals for second semester, and then wrote reflections about their 

actions to reach these goals. An English translation of the worksheet appears in 

Box 9. 
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 Goal review Please read back (first LJ entry in semester 2) over the goal you set for yourself for 

semester 2 in English Expression lessons. Write your ideas now. Think about (for example): 

- What do you think about this goal now? 

- Do you feel you are getting closer to your goal? 

- In order to get closer to your goal, what have you actually been doing in semester 2? 

___________________________________________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

 Action-planning In order to achieve my goal, in today’s lesson I will: 

8/12:   

15/12:   

22/12:   

12/1:   
 

Box 9: Goal-review and action-planning activity worksheet 

 

Following around 10 minutes for students to reflect and write about their 

current perceptions, I then asked them to stand up and mingle, sharing their 

responses to their goal review with three other students. After this opportunity to 

compare reflections, I drew attention to the whiteboard, on which I had written an 

outline of activities we would do in that lesson. I asked students to look at the tasks 

and their overall goal for the end of semester, and to write steps they would take in 

that lesson to work towards their goal. At the end of the lesson, students then 

judged whether they had achieved (○), partially achieved (D), or not achieved (×) 

their mini-goal. This action planning was repeated over the next three lessons. 
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5.5.2 HR 3 / 4: Development of a possible-self tree 

As a follow up, across two HR sessions I introduced an adaptation of the 

possible-self tree activity (Hock et al., 2006) that had so impressed me during my 

initial review of the literature. I began by showing a short presentation of 

photographs of my past, and the hopes for a possible-future that I had held. I next 

passed out a worksheet (see Box 10 for English translation) asking students to 

think and write about their hopes and fears in different life areas, and their current 

actions, abilities or elements of personality that might affect these hopes or fears. I 

observed in my RJ: “Well, a tad rushed, but it seemed to go ok….as I was walking 

around, it seemed like writing about hopes and fears was easier than writing about 

what might support or impede these things” (RJ, 7/12/2011). 

  



Chapter Five –Action Research Cycles 4 and 5    若木・木 

 

 162 

1. Write as many words or phrases as you can that are suitable to express your hopes in the 3 areas 

below: 

Hopes for yourself Hopes as an English learner Hopes as a worker 

2. Write as many words or phrases as you can that are suitable to express your fears in the 3 areas:  

Fears about yourself Fears as an English learner Fears as a worker 

3．Write what things you are doing now, what abilities or aspects of personality you have now that 

are helping to realise your hopes:  

 

4．Write what things you are doing now, what abilities or aspects of personality you have now that 

hinder your hopes and promote your fears:  

 

Box 10: Worksheet from session 1 of possible-self tree activity 

 

I asked students to bring this sheet again to the following week’s HR, in which I 

gave instructions for drawing a possible-self tree (see Box 11 for English 

translation). I then also showed my own example (see Figure 15). 

 Let’s create a ‘Possible-self tree’ 

- First, draw the trunk – this is yourself; 

- Draw 3 branches – let’s make these the areas of your hopes; 

- Draw twigs growing healthily out of the branches – these are the expressions of your hopes; 

- Draw poison, lightning and termites – these are the expressions of your fears; 

- Draw healthy roots in the soil – these are yourself that is supporting your hopes; 

- Draw rotting roots in the soil – these are yourself that is hindering your hopes. 

Box 11: Worksheet instructions for drawing a possible-self tree from session 2 

(adapted from Hock et al., 2006) 
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Figure 15: My own possible-self tree (Japanese in original). 

 

I recorded in my RJ my impressions as students were working 

individually on their own pictures: 

What I was (again – I’ve had this feeling before) surprised about (pleasantly) was how 

the students got down to just doing it. I mean, it’s kind of a strange thing, your teacher 

asking you to draw a tree in the HR period. Yuma and Akira were mucking about a bit – 

making jokes about how many negative roots they had, but generally most students 

were just writing and drawing seriously. Ken was especially intent, which I was again 

surprised about, because, as he’s already a ‘good’ student (grades, study), I thought he 

might think this was a bit ‘beneath’ him. (RJ, 14/12/2011) 
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5.5.3 HR 5/EE 12: Exploration of perceived expectations of others 

After this very specific focus on ideal- and failed-selves, I also developed an activity 

in order to further explore students’ perceptions of expectations from around them 

(displayed in translated form in Box 12). I introduced the activity by simply 

reading (in Japanese) the instructions on the worksheet. Students described what 

they perceived as expectations placed upon themselves relating to English and as 

future kosen graduates. After they had written their ideas in the left-hand columns, 

I then encouraged them to mingle and compare their ideas of expectations with 

other students, writing the ideas of other students in the right-hand column of 

each area. Finally, I asked them to describe their perceptions of undertaking this 

activity on the back of the sheet. 

 

 You may have various predictions or expectations about your own future, for example, 

“such-and-such English ability is necessary,” “there might be an occasion to do such-and-such 

using English” or “as a graduate of kosen I want to be active in such-and-such a field.” 

However, in the table below, don’t write your own ideas, but instead write what you think 

other people are expecting of you. 

  English Kosen graduate 

1 Teachers 

 

 

 

 

  

2 Companies 

  

 

  

3 Family 

  

 

  

 

Box 12: Expectations activity worksheet 

Connected to this activity, in the following EE lesson I asked students to 
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collaboratively order a list of ways in which English is used by kosen graduates 

professionally. I then showed them the actual results from the Koseneigo 

kenkyuuiinkai (2008) report about this area, as well as results regarding the 

English skills that kosen teachers and university academics believe necessary for 

kosen students. I observed in my RJ that when students saw this information: 

They really looked at it all extremely intently. I was really surprised (pleasantly, of 

course). Are they so interested in what others expect of them? I’m even more interested 

in getting the time (and energy) to look through their responses to the activity yesterday. 

(RJ, 12/1/2012) 

 

5.5.4 HR 6: Peer role-model speech 

Shortly after the expectations activity, I had another opportunity to invite an older 

student to give a role-model speech to the class. This 5th-grade student had not 

seemed motivated to study English when I last taught him the previous year. 

However, in the summer holiday break of 2011 he had studied English in Canada 

for a month, and following this experience he had begun to regularly visit my office. 

During our discussions he talked about his experiences studying abroad, and often 

made reference to his regret at not having studied English more seriously over his 

time at kosen. I thought that his reflections might make valuable listening for my 

students, and so inquired as to the possibility of his coming to speak about his 

experiences in a homeroom period. He readily volunteered. 

During his 30-minute presentation he showed a variety of photographs of 

his time overseas, talking in Japanese about things that he had found different 

between Canada and Japan, and introducing the study-abroad system and facilities. 
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I also prompted him to talk about realisations regarding English that he had made 

over his time outside of Japan. After he had finished talking and left the room, I 

asked students to write reflections from listening to his speech. These reflections 

were included in the data set as part of students’ regular learning journal writing. 

 

5.5.5 EE 11 – 14: Infomercial videos 

As semester two EE lessons were drawing to a close, students worked over a 

number of weeks on an English television infomercial for their group product. I 

showed students an example of an infomercial as a listening exercise, and then 

encouraged them to draw on language studied in EE lessons to compose a story for 

their group infomercial. 

At the start of the second preparation lesson I gave students options for 

how they could present: In front of the whole class; in front of one other group at a 

time at different points around the classroom; or recording, editing and playing a 

video of their infomercials. A poll was taken, with the class majority choosing to 

record their infomercials. Over the following weeks students wrote scripts, 

practised, and made materials for these advertisements. My observations recorded 

about one of these lessons in the RJ are illustrative of the way in which students 

prepared, and my interest in their developing motivation towards this task: 

Well, it’s during the lesson, but I have a chance to write now. All the teams are getting 

into writing the English for their infomercials. I’m amazed at how alive everyone looks, 

and how much they’re discussing and making good progress….Are they feeling pressure 

to need to develop something good because they will, in the end, show it to other 

classmates? Or are they just excited about this idea, and working freely in their groups? 

(RJ, 22/12/2011) 
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The recording was done outside of lesson time, with students bringing their 

completed products on a USB to the final EE lesson. Student videos were projected 

onto a large screen, whilst students watched and wrote scores for all the videos. 

 

5.5.6 HR 7: Student self-reflection on data and their studies 

Although there was only one week from the time I collected LJs in the final EE 

lesson, I rapidly analysed them in Japanese and combined this analysis with that 

from the previous cycle to draw up a questionnaire to check themes with the 

students (see Appendix F). 

I also wanted to ask students to reflect on their own LJs again and 

describe what they had perceived over the year. I developed the activities displayed 

in Box 13 not only to allow for self-reflection, but also to allow students to share 

with others in the class and form a sense of closure to the research. I further 

wanted students to feel that their participation in the research would not end 

abruptly with this final session, and so I asked them to discuss and announce 

advice for classmates about continuing to study English, and for those students 

who would enter the school in the following year. I collected these worksheets as 

well as videoing the short presentations by each group. 
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 Please write your answers to the questions in sections A to E regarding what you have 

thought about English or English study this year in English Expression lessons or homerooms. 

Please follow steps 1 to 4. 

1. Please think about A, B, and C by yourself, and write by yourself. 

2. Next, present your answers to C in a group. 

3. Please write your answers to D and E as a group. 

4. Choose a student from your group to present the group’s answers to D and E. 

A 
Over this year, how has your English motivation changed? (text, diagram, text + 
diagram) 

______________________________________________________________ 

______________________________________________________________ 

B 

Over this year, was there anything in HRs, English Expression lessons, or some other 
experience close to you that connected to your English motivation? (If there was 
something that reduced your motivation, write about that also.)  

______________________________________________________________ 

______________________________________________________________ 

C 
Over this 1 year, how has your idea of an ‘English-using self’ changed?  

______________________________________________________________ 

______________________________________________________________ 

D 
Write 3 points of advice to students in this class in order that they can become their 
future ideal ‘English-using self.’ 

______________________________________________________________ 

______________________________________________________________ 

E 
Write 3 points of advice to 1st grade students that will enter XXX kosen in the next 
academic year about studying English.  

______________________________________________________________ 

______________________________________________________________ 
 

Box 13: Final reflection activity 

 

5.5.7 Final contact 

Although again not directly related to any change-action, I wish to finish the 

description of the year of action in this classroom group with my RJ entry about the 

last contact I had with these students as a group at the college: 
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So there it is. All over. My last contact with the students was in a 15-minute period set 

aside for me to hand back their test scores. …After that [handing back the scores] I kind 

of awkwardly said, ‘hey, let’s take a photo.’ Koji was the first to agree wholeheartedly. 

And then everyone came to the front and we took a photo all together. When they’d all 

sat down I did a little rambling about how I was proud of them, how much they’d 

worked, how much they’d thought. And that was it. 

As I left, they broke into applause – I was too surprised and humbled to see who started 

it, but thinking about it, that’s a very [class name] thing to do – when a certain threshold 

is passed, they almost all get into it. 

The end. (RJ, 24/2/2012) 

 

5.6 Cycle 5: Observing – Interpreting growth 

My thinking at this time underwent what in complexity theory is known as a 

phase-shift. This phase-shift, in which my understandings of the themes in the data 

were thoroughly revised, was in part due to the themes that emerged in this cycle 

of analysis prompting changes in my thinking. These themes again suggested to me 

the need to go back and look through the data as a whole to clarify whether my 

new conceptualisations offered better understandings of the complex interactions 

taking place. 

 

5.6.1 Student ideas about a feared self 

The classroom environments in this cycle appeared to encourage students to 

articulate worries and fears about their English studies. In the regular EE lessons, 

activities fostered reflection on current abilities and worries that these abilities 

would not improve. Teru’s reflections on his fears are representative: 

The thing that I thought today was, why, when I try to speak English, am I embarrassed? 

I don’t know whether that’s because of the poorness of my English, or because this is 
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Japan, but I thought that it’d be good if my embarrassment went away. (Teru, LJ, 

12/1/2012) 

Students also wrote of connections they were making between their current 

actions and a future feared self in response to the possible-self activities: 

I realised my bad points. When I thought that these things are also connected to my 

future, I became uneasy. I don’t know about something like my future, and it’s not as if I 

have some ‘I want to become this,’ but at any rate to make it better, if I don’t change the 

me now, it’ll be no good. (Taichi, LJ, 14/12/2011 - Possible-self tree activity) 

 

In today’s lesson, I could do it while thinking about expectations from things like 

companies, but I feel like I can’t keep going like I am. The reason why is that I couldn’t 

say, from myself, ‘how about this English sentence?’ In the survey we saw at the start of 

the lesson, speaking was demanded, so I thought again that I want to try hard from now 

on. (Satoshi, LJ, 12/1/2012 - Expectations activity) 

 

5.6.2 Dynamic comparison of self across time 

Although many students wrote of future fears connecting to present actions, they 

also reflected on progress they were making by comparing past- and 

present-selves, for example: “this is the first time I was able to speak English for 

such a length, so it was really good”. The following student reflected on a changing 

self over time: 

I was really bad at listening, but I feel like I’m becoming able to catch words at least. And 

I’ve felt that for English getting used to it is necessary, so I think doing my best from 

now on will become even more important. (Aoi, Goal Review worksheet, 8/12/2011) 

In the questionnaire, students’ image of a future English-using self was more fully 

endorsed than at mid-study, and an item focusing on the connection between 

consciousness of such an image and motivation was relatively well endorsed (see 

Table 8). However, as also apparent in Table 8, students agreed a lot more with the 
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item concerning future-self image becoming more concrete than at the end of Cycle 

3. Students also strongly concurred with an item asking whether their perceived 

motivation increased when English study connected to their present self.  

 

Table 8 

Questionnaire Data Relating to Future English-Using Self Image and Connection to 

Present 
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I have an image of “myself using English 

in the future.” 

5 

(12.5%) 

7 

(17.5%) 

18 

(45%) 

4 

(10%) 

6 

(15%) 
0 

My motivation goes up when I study 

being conscious of the image of “myself 

using English in the future.” 

6 

(15%) 

11 

(27.5%) 

13 

(32.5%) 

8 

(20%) 

2 

(5%) 
0 

Through English activities (in EE / HR) 

my image of “myself using English in the 

future” has become more concrete. 

5 

(12.5%) 

13 

(32.5%) 

16 

(40%) 

6 

(15%) 
0 0 

When I’m studying English, my 

motivation goes up when I feel “this 

study has a connection to myself now.” 

10 

(25%) 

14 

(35%) 

16 

(40%) 
0 0 0 

 

5.6.3 Reflections on the self and others 

As might be expected from the marked increase in the importance of peer-group 

relations in adolescence (Bukowski et al., 2011; Kiesner et al., 2002), comparison 

with other students continued to be a strong theme. Activities in which students 

could interact and compare their thinking with other students provided impetus 

for reflections on their own understandings: 
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Thinking about the ways in which there are expectations of me, the ideas didn’t really 

come to mind. I was able to think afresh about myself and the people close around me. 

All the other people’s ways of thinking were all different. I thought that [they] would be 

thinking something kind of the same, but every different person had their own different 

thoughts. (Taku, Expectations activity worksheet, 11/1/2012) 

Furthermore, the EE environments also encouraged students to write of being 

considerate of other students in the ways that they interacted in activities, 

particularly for the final video presentation: 

I thought that in presentations it’s important that things get across shikkari [properly] to 

the person watching, so we put in kind of elaborations to the video so that it would get 

across. Of course looking at the camera, and to make the action easy to understand, we 

tried using extra props, and were able to make a video that was easy to understand even 

just by watching without words. As for the English expressions, we tried as much as 

possible to not use difficult phrases, but to use the expressions we had learnt [in 

lessons]. (Kazu, LJ, 2/2/2012) 

The students’ increased motivation from interactions and comparisons 

with others was also evident in the questionnaire. Social comparison in lessons 

and listening to others talking about English study (such as the role-model 

speakers, or the teacher) was more strongly linked to feelings of “ought to study 

English” than an ideal “want to study English.” Students also in the main concurred 

with a questionnaire item about motivation being dynamically linked to others, 

such as classmates or teachers (see Table 9). 
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Table 9 

Questionnaire Data about Social Elements of Motivation 
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When I’m doing English activities, I look 

at other students and think “I ought-to 

study more.” 

19 

(47.5%) 

14 

(35%) 

7 

(17.5%) 
0 0 0 

When I’m doing English activities, I look 

at other students and think “I want to 

study more.” 

7 

(17.5%) 

12 

(30%) 

13 

(32.5%) 

6 

(15%) 

2 

(5%) 
0 

When I hear other people (students, 

teachers) talking about studying English 

I think “I ought-to study more.” 

19 

(47.5%) 

16 

(40%) 

4 

(10%) 

1 

(2.5%) 
0 0 

When I hear other people (students, 

teachers) talking about studying English 

I think “I want to study more.” 

8 

(20%) 

13 

(32.5%) 

10 

(25%) 

6 

(15%) 

3 

(7.5%) 
0 

My own “motivation to study English” is 

influenced by the motivation of other 

people (students, teachers) on that day. 

7 

(17.5%) 

14 

(35%) 

11 

(27.5%) 

6 

(15%) 

1 

(2.5%) 

1 

(2.5%) 

 

5.6.4 Opportunities for realisations 

Finally, an understanding that emerged from analysis of data in this cycle was the 

way students wrote of their experiences as “opportunities” for reflection on their 

self-concepts now and in the future:  

By thinking various things about my future, I realized that there are many things that 

I’m anxious about me now. It was a really good chance to think about my own dream. 

There’s usually no chance to think about my own future, so I think it was really good. 

(Hiro, LJ, 7/12/2011) 

 



Chapter Five –Action Research Cycles 4 and 5    若木・木 

 

 174 

Today in the HR I received a chance to look at myself. Recently, before I go to sleep I’ve 

been thinking about myself, so it was really good. Recently I’ve been strongly feeling 

that I lack kindness towards other people. If I hadn’t realized, I’d still be doing it when 

I’m an adult. That’s really scary. (Haruki, LJ, 7/12/2011) 

Such writing was evident in the regular EE lessons as well. Students expressed the 

importance of “chances” for the development of their English abilities: 

Firstly, it was difficult to speak English continually correctly and so that it would be easy 

to catch, and on top of that as it was in front of a camera I got all strangely nervous, so at 

first it didn’t go umaku [well]. But up until now I hadn’t done this kind of thing, so it felt 

pretty fresh, and so I gradually became able to enjoy it, and as I got used to it, it 

progressed more smoothly. I was able to use this much English, so it became a good 

experience. (Ken, LJ, 2/2/2012) 

 

5.7 Cycle 5: Reflecting on the data 

I had arrived at the end of the action research cycles, yet there were many themes 

which emerged this time that had not appeared earlier in the study. The students’ 

writing and my understandings became more explanatory and vivid in depiction of 

interactions between self and the classroom environments. 

The themes in Cycles 4 and 5 set off my thinking, and my understandings 

that had been gaining volume and shape as the data accumulated began to settle 

into a new pattern of questions and potential understandings. Had students been 

writing about “chances” and “opportunities” from the beginning of the year or was 

this a perception I had developed over the year? Did the environments encourage 

students to think about their own selves-across-time over the span of the study? 

Were opportunities for interaction vital for comparisons with others? 

I planned this research to be longitudinal because I wanted to introduce 
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change that might be beneficial for students. I planned this research to be 

longitudinal also as I felt a longitudinal study offered a better chance to look at the 

dynamics of student self in the classroom and connections to motivation. One 

reason for my application of action research was that it seemed particularly 

appropriate to study such dynamics (Phelps & Hase, 2002). Yet, as had been 

nagging me throughout the study, I realised that the AR process itself did not allow 

me to look at dynamics longitudinally. In the context of the college in which I 

undertook this study, the tool of change, that is, the action research process with its 

rushed nature, hindered my ability to look at the longitudinal dynamics in the data. 

The process highlighted a major limitation of action research: the combination of 

teacher with researcher roles in this context did not allow sufficient time for data 

analysis and reflection. I also was not the same person with the same thinking as at 

earlier stages in the research process. My own understandings had developed 

through interaction with these students and the data over the year. To deepen 

these understandings I needed to go back and revisit the data. 

 

5.8 Chapter summary 

This chapter has presented the action research processes from Cycles 4 and 5. 

Understandings from Cycle 3 led to the introduction of change-action involving an 

explicit focus on future-self images, through both a video portraying Japanese 

technology workers using English at their places of work, and image-training 

activities. The initial analysis of data revealed diversity in perceptions by students 

of drawing on development of an English-using self-image to make connections 
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between the present and the future, as well as the continued importance of the 

influence of others through comparisons with other students and interactions with 

others. 

To further explore students’ connections between temporal-self ideas, 

Cycle 5 included an activity asking students to think about what they were doing in 

the present to support their future self. Students also reflected on their perceptions 

of expectations from the environment and comparison of their understandings 

with those of other students and research findings. Analysis of data at this point 

revealed students writing about opportunities. Further, the dynamic nature of 

many of the themes led in part to a reconceptualisation of understandings of the 

learners’ motivation, and suggested a necessity to re-explore the data. 

Chapter 6 describes the process of reviewing the analysis of the data, and 

the growing influence that complex systems theory had on my interpretation of 

EFL classroom motivation in this study. 
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Chapter Six 

年輪に問い掛け 
Revisiting: Complex Systems Theory as a Way of Understanding 

 

6.1 Introduction: A revision of analysis of the data 

In dealing with qualitative data such as those in this study, analysts select which 

events and data to include and bring their own understandings to the 

interpretation of these data (Cohen et al., 2011; Dörnyei, 2007). Due to 

developments in my thinking brought about by the experiences I was having as a 

teacher-researcher with the students, and interactions with literature (especially 

regarding complex systems theory), my conceptions of the analysis of the data 

changed over the course of the year. I thus conceive this phase of the research as 

vitally interconnected with the action research cycles, but also distinct in a sense. 

As noted at the end of the previous chapter, one of the sources of my 

changing understanding of the analysis was as a result of the time constraints 

imposed in action research. In fact, as Dörnyei (2007) argues, a primary problem 

with action research in education is the time and pressure that it adds to the lives 

of those practising as teachers in classrooms. As Allwright (2005) also notes, many 

of his experiences with action research for practising teachers gave him the 

impression that it was “parasitic” and could lead to “burnout” (p. 354), being “so 

hugely demanding on teachers that it would be realistic only if each teacher was 

working within the special circumstances of a teacher development course” (p. 

355). With regards to data analysis, my experience came close to that of 
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Zuber-Skerritt (1996), who has commented that in introducing research alongside 

regular work, those conducting action research might struggle to make processes 

sufficiently economical yet “enable a small-scale investigation by a practitioner to 

lead to genuinely new insights” (p. 17). 

Whilst I had initially planned to analyse data only during the action 

research cycles, the data collected were incredibly rich, detailed, and voluminous. I 

was not satisfied that the analysis, as it stood, led to the kind of “genuinely new 

insights” for which Zuber-Skerritt (1996, p. 17) argues. I wanted to explore the 

data further. In order to gain a more holistic understanding of the ways in which 

motivation in the class group had emerged over the year and to evaluate whether 

my revised thinking was applicable to data from earlier stages of the action 

research, it was important to go back through all of the data sources once more. 

Indeed, as Radford (2007) contends, in combining action research with complex 

systems theory, to deepen understanding of practice there is a need to be 

“reflectively analytical rather than directly interventionist or controlling” (p. 275). 

My deepening understanding of the action research process in this context evolved 

the form visualised in Figure 16. 
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Figure 16: Visualisation of the action research process involving the re-analysis of 

data to compare understandings across the data collection cycles. 

 

The analysis had always been iterative during the action research cycles 

as further data suggested revised understandings. However, the end of the action 

research process and the shift in my thinking about the connections between 

themes provided a vital push to review the data set in its entirety. As Cohen et al. 

(2011) argue, in qualitative data analysis there is always 

…a process of iteration and re-iteration whereby some codes that are used in the early 

stages of coding might be modified subsequently ... necessitating the researcher to go 

through a data set more than once to ensure consistency, refinement, modification and 

exhaustiveness of coding (some codes might become redundant, others might need to be 

broken down into finer codes). (p. 560) 

As my interpretation of the interrelationships between themes deepened, these 

new understandings were also compared with ideas from the literature. An area 

that was invaluable to developments in my thinking at this time was the literature 

regarding complex systems theory. 
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6.2 Features of complex systems 

To recall from Chapter 3, Mitchell (2009) defines complex systems as “system[s] in 

which large networks of components with no central control and simple rules of 

operation give rise to complex collective behaviour, sophisticated information 

processing, and adaptation via learning or evolution” (p. 13). Although I had drawn 

on philosophies of complex systems theory to underpin the action research, the 

features of complex systems moreover seemed to fit well with my developing 

interpretation of the data. They also suggested new angles to explore, and offered a 

useful vocabulary with which to express change in the classroom. In the following 

sections I draw on a range of literature to offer a synthesis of the common features 

and terminology in complex systems theory. 

 

6.2.1 Multiple agents 

An important feature that has been identified in complex systems is that they are 

thought to be made up of multiple agents. These agents are defined by the level at 

which we choose to look at a system. Proteins, organs, individual animals, species 

might all be taken as agents depending on the level of the complex system. The 

agents are not cognisant of the overall behaviour of the system as a whole – they 

react only to information directed through them at the local level (Cilliers, 1998). 

This is to say, the system has distributed control across agents rather than being 

centrally controlled (Davis & Sumara, 2005, p. 316). 

Amongst these agents there is usually considerable diversity and 

redundancy. Page (2011, pp. 20-24) broadly discusses diversity as meaning that 
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agents of the same kind may have variations in some characteristic, there may be 

difference in kinds of agents, or there may be diversity in composition of groups of 

agents. The diversity amongst agents allows various forms of behaviour and novel 

responses to the environment by the agents in the system. On the other hand, 

redundancy concerns similarities across agents in the system. This feature allows 

one agent to take the place of another when there is a breakdown of one of the 

agents or interconnections with an agent. Redundancy also allows interactions 

amongst agents – they must be heterogeneous enough to be able to exchange 

energy in the form of information or behaviour (Davis & Sumara, 2010). 

 

6.2.2 Open interacting systems 

Reflecting the notion of motivation involving interaction between self and 

environment discussed in Chapter 2, complex systems can be said to be open in the 

sense that they interact with other systems to both receive and offer energy in 

interaction with their environment – the here-and-now context in which the system 

is evolving (Larsen-Freeman & Cameron, 2008a, p. 34). The open nature of 

complex systems implies that, to some degree, any definition of boundaries is 

arbitrary, with the range of the system being instead determined by the purpose of 

description by the observer (Cilliers, 1998, p. 4). 

Complex systems interact dynamically with systems at other levels. 

Change at any level affects all other levels in some way because there is complete 

interconnectedness between the elements in the system. Systems depend on both 

their internal resources through interactions – between agents that may be made 
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up of further complex systems – and external resources through interactions with 

other systems (De Bot & Larsen-Freeman, 2011, p. 14). These processes of 

communication and collaboration between systemic levels are an integral part of 

complex systems theory, to the extent that one system cannot be considered 

without also considering the other systems with which it is connected (Morrison, 

2006). As a result, we cannot focus on only agents or only context, but must more 

appropriately focus on agents-with/in-context (Davis & Sumara, 2006). 

Due to the interacting nature of elements, both the agents themselves and 

the way that they interact with each other are constantly changing such that the 

same energy introduced to the system at different points may have very different 

effects (Radford, 2008). That is, cause-effect relationships are considered to be 

non-linear. 

 

6.2.3 Co-adaptive learning systems 

Another essential feature of complex systems is said to be their co-adaptation, a 

“kind of mutual causality, in which change in one system leads to change in another 

system connected to it, and this mutual influencing continues over time” 

(Larsen-Freeman & Cameron, 2008a, p. 233). Co-adaptation means that although 

agents may be thought to be acting independently, their behaviour alters the 

system as a whole (Miller & Page, 2007). In this way, complex systems are the 

embodiment of their histories. Complex systems learn because “their past is 

co-responsible for their present behaviour” (Cilliers, 1998, p. 4). 

One way in which systems evolve is through positive and negative 
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feedback loops (Arthur, 1990). An agent may attempt a new form of behaviour in 

an environment but perceive negative feedback that this behaviour is inappropriate 

for the circumstances (Byrne, 1998), reducing the likelihood of adoption of a 

similar behaviour in the future. On the other hand, positive feedback occurs when 

an agent attempts a new form of behaviour and perceives a response from the 

environment that this behaviour is appropriate. The new behaviour is reinforced 

(Byrne, 1998), and may lead to an increased likelihood of its adoption in the future. 

These concepts have strongly behaviourist overtones. However, they differ from 

behaviourist views in the sense that in co-adaptation, any form of behaviour alters 

the environment at the same time as it alters the agent (Larsen-Freeman & 

Cameron, 2008a). As a result, both the agent and the environment “learn”, and the 

system changes dynamically. Such co-adaptive learning processes suggest that in 

an educational setting it is important to examine instances of positive and negative 

feedback through which members of a class group co-influence each other’s 

motivation and the motivation of the classroom system as a whole. 

 

6.2.4 Constant dynamic change 

In a complex systems view, the interaction between systems at various levels and 

indeed the scope and makeup of systems themselves is constantly changing and 

evolving across time as there is internal reorganisation and interaction with the 

environment. One analytical tool from complex systems theory that may be 

facilitative in examining change is that of a state space, a representation of all the 

possibilities for the states of a system at a point in time. A useful visual image of a 
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state space is proposed by Spivey (2007), who depicts it as a three-dimensional 

landscape of hills and valleys made up of intersecting lines representing possible 

states of the system at the time of observation. According to Thelen and Smith 

(1994, p. 56), system interactions may fall into more stable states known in 

complex systems theory as attractor states. In an image of a state space, attractor 

states would be positioned somewhere in one of the “valleys.” On the other hand, 

repeller states are very unstable. In a visual representation these states might be 

imagined as more mountainous areas. However, even within attractor states, 

systems are still in constant flux (Nowak, Vallacher, & Zochowski, 2005). 

Change in complex systems is both gradual and at times sudden, as the 

system may undergo a phase-shift, defined by Byrne (1998) as sharp alterations in 

its state and future possibilities as a whole due to the accretion of change at 

different levels. Byrne describes these processes of “bifurcation” particularly aptly: 

Transformations are not really about states or steady conditions. Rather they are about 

trajectories, about the dynamic development of systems. The connection is the idea of 

bifurcation which describes the development of very different system trajectories in 

consequence of very small variations in the values of initial conditions. (p. 170) 

As Byrne intimates, a phase-shift involves a systemic-level change in trajectory or 

“transformation” in the system as it assumes a very different form. These sudden 

shifts have also been termed “tipping points” (see, e.g., Gladwell, 2000), a vivid 

metaphor which in the human realm we might imagine as an accumulation of 

experiences, eventually tipping the system into a new trajectory at a certain point. 

It is in this sense that complex systems theory becomes particularly relevant to 

understanding the ebb and flow of classroom dynamics. As Morrison (2006, pp. 
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2-3) puts it, dynamic self-organisation of the system into new states is vital to 

complex systems – stagnation implies the death of the system. 

 

6.2.5 Self-organisation and emergence: Functionality and novelty 

Two pertinent features of complex systems are the different ways they are said to 

react and adapt to changing environments. De Wolf and Holvoet (2005) suggest 

that complex systems organise themselves in two qualitatively different ways, 

referred to as self-organisation and emergence. Self-organisation is understood as “a 

property of complex systems which enables them to develop or change internal 

structure spontaneously and adaptively in order to cope with or manipulate their 

environment” (Cilliers, 1998, p. 90). That is to say, complex systems, without any 

pre-determined plan or central governing agent that controls behaviour, 

self-organise to form patterns through their interactions (Thelen & Bates, 2003). A 

central feature of self-organisation that distinguishes it from emergence is its 

functionality – complex systems self-organise into patterns that are more capable 

of responding to their environment (De Wolf & Holvoet, 2005). 

Emergence is similar to self-organisation in that it involves the evolution 

of a complex system through its interactions to display a certain form of behaviour 

or structure as a whole. However, while self-organisation emphasises functionality, 

emergence involves the production of new, novel properties of the whole that 

would have been difficult to predict and are not able to be reduced to the 

properties of the agents in the system (De Wolf & Holvoet, 2005). In an educational 

setting, the concepts of self-organisation and emergence imply that it is important 
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to look at the ways in which both introduced change and interactions between 

agents affect a classroom system as a whole. 

I reviewed the literature concerning features of complex systems to 

determine how these conceptions compared with my developing understandings 

of motivation in this study. At the same time, I also consulted the literature 

regarding the application of complex systems theory to educational settings with a 

view to learning how it might facilitate a deeper understanding of the interaction 

between self, environment and motivation in the language learning classroom. In 

the following section I review a range of literature that has applied complex 

systems theory to educational settings to assess what it has to offer for the analysis 

of classroom motivation. 

 

6.3 Approaches to complex systems theory and education 

Scholars who extol the applications and benefits of complex systems theory in 

educational research include Osberg, Biesta, and Cilliers (2008), who argue 

convincingly that by considering education from the perspective of complex 

systems theory our understandings of “knowledge” change. In much the same way, 

Larsen-Freeman (1997) applies complex systems theory to second language 

acquisition, contending that individual language use and language change are one 

and the same when understood as processes of co-adaptation. From this 

perspective, knowledge is not a static, fixed body that is spatially conceptualised as 

external to a learner. Rather, complex systems theory encourages us to consider 
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knowledge-and-reality as part of the same complex system that is co-adapting 

through time (Osberg et al., 2008, p. 213). As a result, as Biesta (2006) contends, 

whilst the question of what content is engaged with remains fundamental to 

learning processes, a complex systems approach to education would emphasise 

that content is engaged with and responded to. 

When learning is understood as a constant process of co-adaptation, as 

Davis and Sumara (2010) argue, classrooms ought to be considered as “spaces for 

knowledge-producing networks” (p. 4 – emphasis added). Osberg et al. (2008) 

furthermore contend that within such classrooms a dynamic, creative engagement 

with fluid content fosters learners in the classroom system – which includes both 

students and teachers – to “respond, and hence bring forth new worlds” (p. 225). 

In such an approach, interactions in the classroom and connections between ideas 

are vital (Doll, 2012) as the agents co-construct knowledge across their time in the 

classroom system. As Phelps (2002) suggests, a complex systems understanding of 

education would posit that “learning is occasioned” (p. 180). The occasioned 

classroom space offers opportunities for agents to interact and co-adapt 

knowledge in the classroom group. 

This vision of education and learning as a complex system strongly 

aligned with how I began to understand the data at this point in the study. However, 

the vision may be of limited use unless it can be linked with the analysis of 

particular classroom systems, a point which highlights the difficulties of applying 

complex systems theory in education. Without such a foundation, firstly, there is a 

danger of suggesting that education should change to be like the picture painted 
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above. Kuhn (2008) describes this as confusion of “is” and “ought”, contending that 

“from a complexity perspective, no matter how the classroom functions, it is 

demonstrating its manner of self-organisation” (p. 186 – emphasis added). 

Classrooms already are complex places. Secondly, it is impossible to ignore the 

critique of scholars like Hardman (2010), who suggest that the adoption of 

complex systems theory to understanding educational practice runs the risk of 

using metaphor for metaphor’s sake. Whilst conceding two possible benefits of 

application of complex systems theory in education – to show that classrooms are 

sensitive, dynamic and difficult to describe, and to encourage research describing 

these sensitivities and showing how teachers deal with this complexity – Hardman 

(2010) also cautions that metaphor in many cases “replaces any real analysis of the 

specific system being described” (p. 8). He concludes that in order for 

understandings from complex systems theory to be beneficial in educational 

research, researchers must: 

… first focus[] on a classroom and carefully build[] a description of how interaction of 

individuals with each other and the environment can be described as a complex system. 

This must be the next step in evaluating the usefulness of complexity theory to 

understanding classrooms. (p. 8 – emphasis added) 

Hardman’s (2010) arguments align with those of Richardson and Cilliers (2001) 

against the introduction to understandings of education of what they term “soft 

complexity science” (p. 7) (see also Chapter 3). As these writers contend, “A new 

language with an old content will not work” (p. 7). Merely borrowing metaphors 

from complex systems theory and inserting them into conceptualisations of 

education will not add anything substantial to these understandings. Hardman 
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makes the essential point that if complex systems theory is to be used to 

understand education, it is necessary to base such understandings on both the 

philosophical underpinnings of complexity thinking and “real analysis” of 

educational systems such as class groups (2010, p. 8). 

This body of literature led me to the relatively recent but expanding 

application of complex systems theory to studies of language learning. I turned to 

this literature to explore the ways in which complex systems theory had been used 

to understand language learners and classroom interactions. 

 

6.4 Complex systems theory in language learning 

Despite the fact that Larsen-Freeman made a ground-breaking connection between 

complex systems theory and second language acquisition as far back as 1997, it has 

taken quite some time for researchers to apply these understandings to the study 

of language learning. However, recently there has been a spurt in theoretical and 

empirical work connecting complex systems theory and a variety of areas in 

Applied Linguistics, including work that considers language as a complex system 

(Ellis & Larsen-Freeman, 2009; The Five Graces Group, 2009), first- and 

second-language development and acquisition from a complex dynamic systems 

perspective (Van Geert, 2008; Verspoor, De Bot, & Lowie, 2011), research into 

language learner agency (Mercer, 2011a), and the use of chaos theory to 

understand the nature of individual language learner identities (see, e.g., Sade, 

2009, 2011). 

This body of work highlights the importance of studying the dynamic 
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features of change. In one study, Finch (2010) investigated the dynamic experience 

of language learning with 74 undergraduate and graduate students in South Korea. 

He asked these students to write journals over one semester about their beliefs 

and opinions on language learning and teaching, and administered two surveys 

focusing on past experiences of schooling and moments, actions, or events during 

the semester that students perceived as having significance for their attitudes to 

learning and their future. The results led Finch to argue that students “identif[ied] 

seemingly unimportant events which can easily be overlooked by teachers, but 

which can have disproportionate repercussions, depending on the noticing that 

occurs” (p. 429). In another study, Paiva (2011) examined the language learning 

histories of 20 Japanese and Brazilian learners. Like Finch, Paiva also found key 

points of change that altered the students’ motivational, identity- and 

autonomy-related trajectories. 

These studies clearly suggest that one key to understanding motivation in 

the classroom group is to find points of significant change over time. Moreover, 

these studies also focus on individuals and their experiential learning trajectories. 

The notion that elements in complex systems have the ability to co-adapt holds 

great explanatory power in educational settings as a number of studies indicate. 

One such study by Burns and Knox (2011) investigated the interaction of 

elements in the language learning classroom. Observations of lessons by two ESL 

teachers over 6 weeks, including interviews with these teachers after each lesson 

and at the end of data collection (reported in Burns & Knox, 2005), led the 

researchers to conclude that it was valid and useful to understand the language 
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learning classroom as a complex system. They developed a relational model of the 

classroom in which three main elements came together in sometimes indirect 

ways to form the classroom system and action within it at any moment in time. 

The first element is the teacher, including his/her past experiences, education, and 

affect. The second element is the physical environment, involving such factors as 

classroom layout, noise and light. The third element is the classroom, made up of 

the students, materials, syllabus and the observing researchers (Burns & Knox, 

2011, p. 17). Based on their identification of these interacting elements, Burns and 

Knox conclude that attempts at the introduction of change to the language learning 

classroom may: 

act on a range of classroom variables in order to change the relations and move the 

classroom productively out of a comfortable state of equilibrium. [However], this 

implies a need to understand and study classrooms in a way that recognizes and 

accounts for their complexity, rather than one that reduces it. (2011, p. 20) 

 

6.5 Analysis of the classroom as a complex (motivational) system 

It was the need for a framework that could encompass the multiple, interacting 

dimensions of motivation and the effects of change-action that were emerging from 

data analysis that led me to re-explore complex systems theory. As I compared 

these features with the way that I understood data from my study, I began to 

recognise that Dörnyei’s (2009a) framework of language learning motivation is 

entitled the L2 Motivational Self System because “although there is a plethora of 

factors, conditions, motives, etc. that can affect behaviour, these work as a system 

whose outcome is tangible for the individual at any moment in time” (Dörnyei, 
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2007, pp. 209-210 – emphasis added). 

The conceptualisation of educational processes and settings as complex 

systems provides a powerful set of insights with which to interpret motivation in 

this study. However, a review of the few current studies of language learners and 

classrooms that apply complex systems theory revealed that they did not explicitly 

seek to understand co-adaptation across the whole classroom system from the 

perspectives of the members of the system. My review of complex systems literature 

convinced me of the need to take a dynamic, holistic approach to conceptualising 

motivation. Echoing Ushioda’s (2009) understanding of motivation as relational, 

the review of complex systems theory underlined the importance of examining the 

data for interactions between participants in the class group, the environment, and 

influences from outside the classroom in order to interpret the development of 

motivation. 

 

6.5.1 Revisiting the aims of the study and research questions 

This change in understanding of the way that motivation was emergent among my 

participants led me to reconsider the aims of the study. To recall, my first two aims 

were: 

1. To gain a clearer picture of the ways in which self-concept affects language learner 

motivation. 

2. To explore the ways in which teacher-instigated change-action might affect students’ 

motivation. 

To these I added a third aim: 

3. To generate a more complex, holistic understanding of dynamic motivation in the 

class group. 
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I also reviewed the research questions. The themes that emerged from the data 

concerning the first research question, and that informed the introduction of 

change-action from action research Cycle 2 onwards, were presented in the 

interpretation of the action research in Chapter 4. My second research question did 

not change. To recall: 

2. What ideas of an English-using self emerge among the participants from experience 

in the classroom? 

However, I now wanted to return to the data and re-explore it to produce a more 

integrated, interrelated understanding that included dynamic interactions. At the 

start of the study I had composed the third research question as: 

3. In what ways do shared understandings of an English-using self appear to affect the 

participants’ motivation to learn English? 

As it stood, I began to view the third research question as too narrow, suggesting a 

direct, linear path between an English-using self and motivation. In order to reflect 

these revised understandings, a re-formed Question 3 drew on the complex 

systems theory idea of a classroom as a “space for knowledge-producing networks” 

(Davis & Sumara, 2010, p. 859 – emphasis added), using the term in a spatial and 

temporal sense. This question sought in particular to investigate the fluid nature of 

these spaces from a holistic perspective, exploring interaction between introduced 

change in the form of possible-self activities and English lessons, learner 

self-concept and classroom language learning motivation, asking: 

3. What shared understandings about the emergent spaces appear to affect the 

participants’ motivation in learning English? 

Furthermore, both the review of literature from Applied Linguistics and general 

education revealed an evident gap that could be filled by studying the language 
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learning class group holistically and conceptualising it as a complex system. My 

developing understanding of my data suggested insights that could work to 

address Hardman’s (2010) challenge of providing “real analysis of [a] specific 

system” (p. 8) in order to evaluate the usefulness of complex systems theory in 

understanding class groups in classrooms. The desire to create “genuinely new 

insights” (Zuber-Skerritt, 1996, p. 17) from the action research, and to conduct a 

deeper, interpretive analysis of the data that might still be transferable to other 

contexts (Lincoln & Guba, 1985; Winter, 1982), led me to develop a fourth research 

question. Question 4 aimed to explore the applicability of using complex systems 

theory to the investigation of motivation in other similar settings, asking: 

4. How well does complex systems theory enable a deeper understanding of 

motivation and demotivation in Japanese EFL learning? 

 

6.5.2 Revisiting the data 

The data analysis in Phase Two of the research thus proceeded in the following 

manner: My re-exploration of the data as a whole produced a range of new 

higher-level categories that seemed to reflect the interactions in the emergent 

environments in a more satisfying way than before. Data coded together under a 

particular theme were compared and contrasted with similarly coded data. I 

looked for ways in which two pieces of data were either similar or reflective of a 

slightly different concept (Corbin & Strauss, 2008, p. 73). Moreover, I now had time 

to look for relationships between data collected into different themes using the 

Boolean search functions of NVivo. 
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As I was re-exploring the data, I was now able to identify similarities with 

the features of complex systems, leading me to an iterative comparison of elements 

from the literature discussed above and my developing analysis of the data. 

Although not using a grounded theory approach, the way in which I compared my 

experiences as researcher and my understandings from the literature might be 

likened to the idea of “theoretical comparison” in grounded theory. Corbin and 

Strauss (2008) develop the idea of theoretical comparison as a tool with which 

“properties and dimensions that are derived from the ‘outside’ … give us ideas of 

what to look for in the data, making us sensitive to things we might have 

overlooked before” (p. 76). As I revisited and became more deeply engaged with 

the data, the interactions between the emergent themes became increasingly 

noticeable. This dynamism seemed highly congruent with complex systems theory, 

and began to take my explorations into new directions, as I sought for a more 

integrated representation of motivation in the class group. 

Whilst I was conducting this analysis I was also building models, often on 

scraps of paper (see Figure 17), my iPad or NVivo. 
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Figure 17: A paper-based model that assisted in providing a “phase-shift” as I 

reorganised my thinking about themes. 

 

These models were useful to explore the more holistic understanding of the class 

group as a system that had emerged from the theoretical comparison, and for 

focusing my ideas concerning the interactions between themes. The models 

developed during this phase of the analysis also often confirmed in a highly visual 

fashion the lack of development and meaningful relationship between themes 

identified earlier during the data collection period due to the time constraints of 

action research (see Figure 18). 
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Figure 18: A model developed with NVivo 9 early in the action research in which 

lack of development of themes is apparent. 

 

The process of comparing these models provided further encouragement to look 

again in greater depth at the data and my initial conceptions to move towards a 

sound, integrated interpretation of the dynamics of motivation in the class group. 

 

6.6 Chapter summary: Motivation as a complex system 

Although I drew conclusions regarding the first research question (prior learner 

ideas of an English-using self) and used these understandings to introduce 

change-action early in the action research (see Chapter 4), my review of the 

literature suggested that a complex systems approach to social reality would hold 

that self and environment are mutually co-forming. Dörnyei’s (2009a) L2MSS 

framework might be broken into two parts, those directly related to the self – the 

Ideal L2 Self and Ought-to L2 Self – and that relating to the current environment, 

the L2 Learning Experience. However, although factors of self and environment 
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may be split in two, my developing understandings of the data and the reiterative 

review of the literature indicated that it is vital to remember that Dörnyei 

describes his understanding as the L2 Motivational Self System. The separation of 

the internal self and the external environment is an artificial act, with the two 

categories overlapping and being more a matter of degree (Mercer, 2011b, p. 97). 

The review of the features of complex systems and application of this 

theory to educational settings suggested that to examine classroom language 

learning motivation one should look not only at self or environment, but at the 

interactions between the two. As Ushioda (2009) asserts, in pushing for a 

“person-in-context relational view of emergent motivation”, we might gain deeper 

understandings through “a focus on the interaction between this self-reflective 

intentional agent, and the fluid and complex system of social relations, activities, 

experiences and multiple micro- and macro-contexts in which the person is 

embedded, moves, and is inherently part of” (p. 220). Indeed, as Markus and 

Ruvolo (1989) assert, a focus on possible selves is “phenomenologically very close 

to the actual thoughts and feelings that individuals experience as they are in the 

process of motivated behaviour and instrumental action” (p. 217). My re-analysis 

endeavoured to blend self and environment because, in a similar 

phenomenological sense, the participants in this study did not write as if divorcing 

their selves from the environment, but rather of their interactions between self and 

environment. 

The following three chapters therefore draw on complex systems theory 

to examine emergent and co-adaptive interactions between the self and 
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environment fostering motivation. I explore these interactions in Chapter 7 by 

considering the L2MSS as an open system and looking at the ways in which 

imported elements from outside the direct environment of the language learning 

classroom affected motivation of members in the classroom. In Chapter 8 I then 

develop in more detail the L2MSS as a motivational state space by considering 

motivational attractor and repeller states apparent from the analysis, and 

processes guiding the motivational trajectories of students through this state space. 

The final chapter in this phase of the research, Chapter 9, examines ways in which I 

understood dynamic change in the whole classroom motivational system. In order 

to explore this change holistically, I make use of three concepts from complex 

systems theory: phase-shifts, self-organisation and emergence. 
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Chapter Seven 

全・部 

The Whole in Parts: Open Systems 

 

7.1 Introduction 

Through the changes in my thinking described in the previous chapter, I came to 

appreciate that one possible starting point for a critical application of complex 

systems theory to analyse my data would be to conceive of the class group as an 

open system interconnecting with numerous other systems at different levels 

(Radford, 2008; van Lier, 2004). Figure 19 shows a possible conceptualisation of 

some of the systems of which students are part in a Japanese kosen. At lower 

systemic levels, students may be made up of complex systems such as motivational 

or identity systems, whilst these students are in turn situated in higher-level 

systems such as class groupings or the college as a whole. 

 



Chapter Seven – Open Systems                                       全・部 

 

 202 

 

Figure 19: A partial abstraction of educational-institution related systems of a 

Japanese kosen class group (drawing on Bronfenbrenner, 1979; Davis & Sumara, 

2006; Haggis, 2008). 

 

The boundaries of these systems are permeable. For example, students 

are most likely to be not only members of one friendship group in one class but 

may also be members of numerous other systems such as after-school club-activity 

groups or study groups. Due to the complex, open nature of these systems, energy 

is transferred in non-linear ways. The bar lines in Figure 19 show intra- and 

inter-systemic dynamic interactions that may be occurring, with the dots 

symbolising areas in which interactions intersect. A final aspect of the open nature 

of the classroom group is that there are numerous other systems which connect 

and co-adapt with these education-related systems at various levels, such as 

familial systems, or the ways in which the individual kosen is interconnected and 

attempts to “fit” functionally (Morrison, 2002) with expectations and needs of 



Chapter Seven – Open Systems                                       全・部 

 

 203 

industry and society. 

Influenced by Haggis’s (2008) claim that understanding education from a 

complex systems perspective entails that students and teacher are affected by 

various of these “higher” and “lower” level systems, I began to understand that in 

this study change-action was introduced to the classroom space (Davis & Sumara, 

2010). However, motivation was emergent from interactions within these 

occasioned spaces (Phelps, 2002) and systems external to the class group rather 

than as a direct result of the change-action. In response to various cautions against 

the blind introduction of complex systems metaphors to educational research (see, 

e.g., Hardman, 2010; Richardson & Cilliers, 2001), it is important to analyse the 

research data for how multiple levels of interaction foster motivation – for example, 

interactions between members of the class group, between members and 

introduced change-action activities, and between members and external influences. 

My revised analysis therefore commences in the current chapter by considering 

such external influences on the motivation of members in this open class group. 

However, I wish to sound a note of caution in this introduction with 

regards to the mutual exclusivity of the factors that emerge in the following 

discussion. As I have argued previously in Chapters 3 and 6, from a complex 

systems perspective self and reality are co-forming and co-adaptive. In a similar 

vein, the categories that I discuss in these chapters ought not to be understood as 

independent from the others. In the majority of cases there is overlap, and indeed 

there is probably more overlap and blending than expressed in my analysis. The 

categories are not intended to be a default description, fixed and static. I have 
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emphasised throughout that the relationships and interactions between the 

categories that I discuss are what I as teacher and researcher understood through 

my own interactions with the social environment of the classroom and my own 

experience and reading. This discussion is not intended to be a final statement 

about language classroom motivation, but is contextually based. I offer the analysis 

in the hope that it may facilitate further understandings and research trajectories 

relating to the interaction and dynamicity of self, motivation and environment in 

classroom foreign language learning, and indeed build on understandings of the 

L2MSS model. 

 

7.2 The L2MSS as an open system: Imported conditions affecting 

motivation 

Whilst I was essentially looking at participant reflections on interaction between 

self and environment in the class group, the analysis revealed that this “system” 

was clearly open to interactions with the surrounding environment. The class 

group that I chose to study was one temporally and spatially defined at the 

institutional level, with a life cycle also detemined by the Japanese academic year. 

However, the agents (students and teacher) that made up the class group were also 

made up of innumerable other interacting systems. One way in which I understood 

the system as manifesting its open nature was in the ways participants drew on 

experiences from their past in environments completely divorced spatially and 

temporally from the current system. These diverse past experiences influenced 

action and perception of motivation in the present (see sections in Chapter 8). 
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From an ecological perspective on educational research, van Lier (2004) illustrates 

clearly the necessity of examining interactions between the language learning 

classroom and surrounding contexts: 

The learners spend an hour or so in the classroom, but before that they have been 

elsewhere, and after that they will go to other places. There is no doubt that their 

activities elsewhere have an effect on what happens in the classroom, and the same 

naturally goes for the teacher. Classroom research … has often treated the classroom as a 

bounded system, and studied the interactions and language in it without explicit 

connections to other contexts. (p. 194) 

Besides the influence of participants’ reflection on past experiences, I explore here 

a number of ways in which a complex systems theory approach to the data analysis 

was able to reveal energy brought into the classroom system. 

 

7.3 Transportable identities 

Zimmerman’s (1998) concept of “transportable identities” meshes well with a 

complex systems approach to analysis by providing a lens through which to 

examine instances of participants “bringing themselves” into the classroom. 

Zimmerman introduces transportable identities as those that are “assignable or 

claimable on the basis of physical or culturally based insignia which furnish the 

intersubjective basis for categorisation” (p. 91): in other words, identities held 

through perceived attachment to certain groups or types of people, such as, for 

instance, my own transportable identity as an Australian national, or my identity 

as a language learner in my own right. In alignment with Zimmerman’s original 

usage of the term to consider social interaction, Richards (2006) has recently made 

use of the notion of transportable identities to explore student-teacher interaction 
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in language classrooms. However, Ushioda (2011, p. 17) has also expanded the 

concept to argue for motivation based on a more holistic understanding of 

language learners as not purely “students”: 

To the extent that we as teachers invoke and orient to students’ transportable identities 

in the classroom and engage with them as ‘people’ rather than simply ‘language 

learners’; to the extent that we encourage and create opportunities for them to ‘speak as 

themselves’ and engage and express their own preferred meanings, interests and 

identities through the medium of the target language; the more likely that students will 

feel involved and motivated to communicate and thus to engage themselves in the 

process of learning and using the language. 

There were a variety of ways in which participants spontaneously wrote of their 

identities other than primarily “members of the class group” that were transported 

into the classroom, and that played a role in facilitating motivation. 

 

7.3.1 As an adolescent student 

As mentioned previously, part of adolescent development is characterised by 

changes in the importance of peer group relations (Bukowski et al., 2011). The 

participants’ transportable identities as adolescent students in general, not solely 

members of a language class group, were apparent in their writing about the 

influence of friendships and social interactions in the classroom: 

The first EE lesson was a lot of fun. By going around the classroom, it helped my English, 

but it also helped me get to know other students that I don’t really know so well yet.  

(Shun, LJ, 12/4/2011) 

 

In the lesson, we changed seats and made new groups, then did self introductions in 

English. Everyone in the new team I hadn’t talked with before at all, but we interacted 

well together, so not only my English ability, but also my friendship circle improved - it 

was like killing two birds with one stone. (Mikihiro, LJ, 26/4/2011) 
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These extracts hint at the motivational importance students place on development 

of friendships with peers, particularly at times of change in the structure of the 

classroom (see also section 9.2 for discussion of transitions). Both students also 

allude to an emotional aspect: In the first extract, the lesson was enjoyable because 

it allowed Shun to get to know other students. Mikihiro however expresses 

trepidation – “everyone in the new team I hadn’t talked with before at all”; and 

then consequent relief – “but we interacted well together, so not only my English 

ability, but also my friendship circle improved.” The subjective, emotional 

influence that students’ transportable identities as developing members of certain 

peer groups had on motivation is evident when Fumihiko joins a classroom group 

made up of students in the same school soccer club: 

This time was new seats. I thought that these seats are perfectly arranged. So it’s easy 

for these 4 to work together. (Fumihiko, LJ, 8/12/2011) 

There was also evidence in the students’ writing of internal conflicts that arose as 

some students attempted to balance their roles as a student trying to engage in 

learning opportunities with their identity as a member of this or that adolescent 

peer group: 

Near the end there were students that were playing about, but I couldn’t tell them off. 

(Jiro, LJ, 12/7/2011)  

 

There were some times when we got off-track when talking, so I want to take care that 

this doesn’t happen again. (Jiro, LJ, 15/12/2011) 

As hinted at in the writing of Jiro, the individual personalities of students were also 

transported into the classroom and affected motivation. Another student identified 

himself as being a quiet person, an identity which evolved through experience in a 
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lesson: “Usually I don’t talk so much, but during the lesson I could talk, so I was 

pleased.” These personality factors were apparent in student thinking and writing 

about English study, but also appeared to be part of their core self-concept: 

I am just really bad at ad-lib. I’m not good at ad-lib even in Japanese, so even more so I’m 

not good at English ad-lib. So, at any rate, I want to become able to ad-lib in English. 

(Seiya, LJ, 22/9/2011) 

 

I’m really apologetic to my teachers, but recently, my motivation to study hasn’t gone up. 

This time’s midterm [exams] I did without really caring … I’m a moody person, so 

depending on the day my attitude changes. Trying to fix that is my challenge at the 

moment. (Haruki, LJ, 24/11/2011) 

The first student, Seiya, relates his disappointment at his own personality as being 

someone unable to improvise even as his native-Japanese self. However, he asserts 

his motivation to become a more flexible English user, perhaps with the concurrent 

wish that this might provide a more positive view of his self. Haruki does not 

discuss English study directly, but notes a recognition of his personality affecting 

his motivation and attitude towards study in general. He perceives such an 

influence from his personality as “a moody person” on his approach to study that 

he defines the task of “trying to fix that” as his primary “challenge at the moment.” 

The physical condition of participants was a further aspect of their 

transportable identities that these adolescents brought into the classroom. My 

comments on student tiredness in my RJ – “A bit low key… Some of the students 

seemed a bit exhausted from the previous PE lesson” – echoed the writing of 

participants: 
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Today I tried really hard in PE lesson, so I was really sleepy during the lesson, but I tried 

to take part in the discussions. And then my sleepiness disappeared, and I could 

concentrate on the lesson properly. (Akira, LJ, 17/5/2011) 

 

Today, maybe because I was tired, I wasn’t able to catch much when listening. Inside my 

head there were just all these question marks, and it was really terrible because I didn’t 

understand at all. (Tetsuo, LJ, 10/5/2011) 

Again, although not noticeable in most studies on motivation, particularly in the 

Japanese context, students’ identities as human beings (when all is said and done, a 

species of animal) also affected their motivation, as bodily functions distracted 

their focus: 

We thought about a survey. I was hungry so I couldn’t concentrate, but it could be 

finished. (Hide, LJ, 10/11/2011) 

 

Today my stomach started hurting and I couldn’t concentrate as much as usual, but I 

was able to think desperately. (Tetsuo, LJ, 22/12/2011) 

These comments were not representative of the majority of students, but they are a 

realistic element of transportable identities brought into the classroom, and a 

factor that is brushed over in the majority of L2 motivation studies: If I were tired, 

or if part of my body were aching, I too would be less motivated to write this 

chapter. 

 

7.3.2 Personal life 

Participants also drew on diverse transportable identities from their personal lives, 

noting the way that activities in which they could make a connection with their 

own lives were motivating: 
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Today we solved problems that we currently have. When we were doing that, I could 

write my own problem in English, so it really contributed to getting my skill to go up, I 

thought. (Ryo, LJ, 24/5/2011) 

 

Today’s lesson was thinking about things in our everyday lives, so it was easy to 

understand. (Kazu, LJ, 17/5/2011) 

One participant made several comparisons from his personal life with his sister 

and her experiences of taking a common test of English in Japan. These 

comparisons affected his motivation to study more English: 

My older sister is really good at English, and she’s been making fun of me, so that’s given 

me more motivation. Although my sister has Eiken pre-1st grade, I’ve never even tried 

taking the Eiken test, so I’ve developed a kind of inferiority complex. But I think not 

having anything [test certificate] is really not all that good, so I want to try so I can get 

about the 3rd grade. (Shun, LJ Reflection 1, 5/10/2011) 

Participants were also able to draw on occasional, one-off experiences outside the 

language classroom to make a connection with their English studies:  

Yesterday when I was on the train, a foreigner that was sitting next to me suddenly 

asked me a question. At first I thought, ‘Ah, I don’t understand.’ But then I realized I 

could understand, and he was asking, ‘How much further to X?’ I didn’t know, so I said, ‘I 

don’t know.’ But I thought, even if it was simple English, the reason that I could 

understand was because I’ve been taking these once a week EE lessons all in English. I 

want to do my best from now on. (Koji, LJ, 24/5/2011) 

 

I had an experience that made me kind of realize that through doing things in lessons 

like having conversations of doing presentations in English, little by little I’m getting 

more practical English skill. In the summer holidays, when I went to Tokyo, I was asked 

for directions by a person from another country, and at that time, even though it was 

really wordy, I was able to say it so that the person understood me. I felt like this 

experience would be really important for me if I go out of Japan. I think there’s no harm 

from studying English, so I want to study more from now on. (Yusuke, LJ Reflection 1, 

5/10/2011) 
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There was a time when, in the train that I ride every day, I didn’t really understand the 

English that flowed my way [announcements] and when I looked it up in a dictionary I 

could think ‘Oh, so that’s what it meant!’ I think that if only you try to use your head to 

listen to the English that you kind of listen to every day [in everyday life], it’s so 

different. (Tetsuo, LJ Reflection 2, 9/2/2012) 

Mercer (2011b) argues for a connection between previous experiences of 

language learning/use in formal and informal contexts and self-concept formation 

of foreign language learners. In her study, foreign language learners referred 

extensively to experiences of language use in informal contexts, that is, outside of 

the classroom, as significant in their development of self-concept as language 

learners/users (Mercer, 2011b, p. 142). In the environment of the current study 

there may be fewer opportunities to use English for students directly outside of the 

classroom. However, elements from the transportable identities of students’ 

personal lives – as someone who happened to be riding on a train, or having gone 

to Tokyo (not with the intention to use English) – allowed for opportunities to 

experience success with English. These experiences again had an emotional 

dimension: Koji’s pleasure at realising “I could understand”; Yusuke’s satisfaction 

that “I was able to say it so that the person understood me”; and Tetsuo’s sense of 

achievement from taking positive action to look up the meaning of a public 

announcement and realising “so that’s what it meant.” These positive experiences 

were transported into the classroom system. 

As is apparent from the motivational influence of individual familial 

situations or these chances that only certain students encountered, there was great 
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variety in the personal-life elements that students transported into the classroom. 

Students also drew on connections with their personal hobbies:  

I often talk to people from other countries on online games, but although I can use the 

kind of simple English that I’ve learned up until now to say what I want a little, if there’s 

a question from the other side I can’t catch it well, and the conversation inevitably 

stops… (Kazu, LJ, 22/9/2011) 

 

I was surprised that I could relax more than I had expected. I want to remember this 

before an important game. (Taichi, LJ, 12/10/2011) 

 

At times like when I tried to download computer software from the Internet and the 

software’s explanation was in English, I couldn’t use it well. At that point, I thought that I 

want to become able to read English. (Daiki, LJ Reflection 2, 9/2/2012) 

Two of the students above draw on their hobbies involving computer use to make 

a connection with motivation to study English. The second extract, rather than 

referring to English, is in response to the activity combining a stress-management 

technique with visualisation of a future self using English (section 5.2.2). Taichi 

makes a connection between the stress-management activity and his transportable 

identity as a member of the college soccer club, wanting to try implementing the 

technique “before an important game.” 

The final way in which students drew on transportable identities from 

their personal lives relates to financial constraints on possibility. From the 

possible-selves literature, the motivational capacity of a possible self is effective 

when it feels plausible – realistic for that person in their own personal 

circumstances – and is in harmony with expectations from significant others or 

ideas of group membership (Dörnyei & Ushioda, 2011; Oyserman et al., 2006). The 
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following extracts are responses from the second peer role-model session (section 

5.5.4) in which an older student gave a presentation about going overseas: 

If I only have enough money, I thought I’d also like to try going. (Nao, LJ, 1/2/2012) 

 

Today a student from [class name] talked to us about when he went to Canada. I thought 

that 40 man [400,000 yen] is expensive. I thought that it seemed fun, but it’s not good to 

make trouble for my parents, so I thought I’d stop. (Ryo, LJ, 1/2/2012) 

 

As [yappari] I think experience is important, I thought that I’d like to go overseas and 

learn various things. I thought that I want the school side to do their best with monetary 

support so that lots of people are able to go. (Sayaka, LJ, 1/2/2012) 

All three of the comments hint at the influence of financial circumstances from the 

personal lives of these students on their images of the possibility of also going 

overseas: Nao expresses an interest in travelling, but notes the need for sufficient 

monetary funds to allow this possibility. Ryo also notes the possible enjoyment 

that might be experienced in going to Canada: “I thought that it seemed fun”, but 

draws on a recognition that “40 man is expensive” particularly in light of his family 

circumstances: “it’s not good to make trouble for my parents, so I thought I’d stop.” 

Although it is unclear whether Sayaka envisages herself having enough money to 

go overseas, she wants “the school side to do their best with monetary support so 

that lots of people are able to go.” A plausible image of her peers (and possibly 

herself) being able to take part in the program rests at least in part on the college 

providing financial assistance. The motivation of learners studying towards the 

possibility of going overseas and using English was clearly affected by 

transportable identities from their individual understandings of diverse family 

financial backgrounds. 
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7.3.3 Of the teacher 

The final aspect of the influence of transportable identities on motivation of the 

open class group concerns my own identities and how they affected and were 

affected by interactions in the classroom system. Aguilar (2013) argues that 

teachers “sometimes interrupt their ‘doing being teachers’ within the L2 classroom 

context, momentarily ‘doing being’ someone else instead” (p. 13). There were 

times throughout the year when both implicitly and explicitly I drew my own 

identities as someone other than “the language teacher” into the classroom. 

In an implict sense, aspects of the way that I understand my personality 

as someone honest and genuine in intention affected my own motivation and 

interactions with the other participants in the class group. When I felt students 

were not appreciating this genuineness, my own motivation in the research 

process faltered:  

When I read the diaries of students, I really strongly feel like I want to do my utmost to 

assist them in pursuing their best. The way that they write is (or at least seems) very 

sincere … BUT: What makes me doubt everything is when I go into the Homeroom. 

Students that are quite friendly when they are on their own just completely shut me out 

when they’re with everyone else, and it makes me start to wonder … as a person I want 

to not just ‘use’ the students [for my doctoral studies], so I do really want to do 

something positive with them, but the blanking of me that I get when I go into the 

classroom does affect me. (RJ, 30/5/2011) 

In a similar vein, one particular incident near the start of the data collection year 

challenged my transportable identities as a genuine person and someone who 

wants to support young people: 

Here I am, at school on a Saturday once again. I have to talk to the students’ parents for a 

while in the afternoon. As such, I just went to the homeroom classroom to see if it wasn’t 
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too messy. And waiting for me was a message on the front blackboard: ‘Sampson Death.’ 

Very, very depressing, very, very motivation-sapping. Why am I bothering? Why am I 

going to such trouble to try to help students? I actually cried in the classroom, by myself, 

just looking at the board. 12 years in Japan, and nothing like this at all until now. (RJ, 

25/6/2011) 

 

 

Figure 20: A message on the classroom blackboard (Japanese characters above and 

to the right of the word “Death” suggest this word to be read as “Sampson”). 

 

This incident severely affected my self-image and confidence as a teacher. Despite 

an end result in which the culprit, a student from my class, came voluntarily to my 

office and admitted that he had written it as a joke (to which, he said, no other 

students had laughed) because he thought I was not strict enough with students, 

my interactions with students were influenced in the interval prior to this 

self-revelation: 

Monday morning. Throughly glum this morning. Just now Koji, Yusuke and Ryu came to 
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my room to collect the class diary. I couldn’t help wondering if they had heard (from 

their parents) about the SAMPSON DEATH thing. It made me sad that they might have… 

(RJ, 27/6/2011) 

This rather negative incident illustrates the way in which my motivation in the 

classroom system was affected by my transportable identities in this very public 

act of defiance. I also understand the bi-directional and complex nature of these 

influences (Dörnyei & Ushioda, 2011, pp. 190-191): the way that the “culprit” 

perceived my interactions with the class encouraged him to write the message in 

the first place. Another dimension was that I would not ordinarily have gone to the 

classroom over the weekend, but due to the parent-teacher meeting I was at work 

on a Saturday. I have no doubt that my transportable identity as an Australian 

national who places great importance on spending the weekend with my family 

affected my emotional response to the message. The incident had a powerful effect 

on my identities as teacher and researcher. 

However, there was also a range of positive ways in which my 

transportable identities were brought into the classroom system in an explicit 

fashion. Through activities in which I identified myself as a fellow language learner, 

students were able to reflect on language learning processes and their beliefs 

about language learning: 

The teacher’s story was deeply interesting. I thought, even something that you don’t 

understand or can’t do at all, if you repeat and keep trying little by little, you’ll be able to 

do it in the end. I thought I want to study English not just during lessons, but outside of 

class too. (Kosuke, LJ, 14/6/2011) 

 

I’d heard in a speech that [another English teacher] organized from an older student 

that if you are overseas for some time English will just seep in, but listening to the 
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teacher’s story today, I realised that you need to work hard if you want that to happen. 

Looking at the teacher’s diary, I could see the result of continuing to work hard, and I 

thought that the teacher’s effort was amazing. I don’t have confidence that I can do the 

same, but I want to try at my own pace. (Reiji, LJ, 14/6/2011) 

As might be evidenced in the second extract above, by transporting my identity as 

a language learner into the classroom and talking about my own experiences of 

learning Japanese in Japan, Reiji’s beliefs that “English will just seep in” if he goes 

to another country were challenged. Ryan and Mercer (2011) argue that foreign 

language learners often “believe that formal classroom-based learning can only 

take you so far and that, at some point, it becomes necessary to go abroad” (p. 169). 

They further assert that such mindsets have negative consequences, in that “a 

strong belief in language learning as a natural process that is best achieved abroad 

situates the learner as a passive vessel absorbing language rather than as an active 

agent” (p. 170). By drawing on my identity as a language learner and showing in a 

visual way the effort to which I had gone, students were able to more concretely 

understand their agency in the language learning process: 

Listening to the teacher’s story, and looking at his diary, I could see clearly that even 

when we think we aren’t improving, just by trying little by little, we are getting better 

than before. So I thought that it’s important to try your hardest. (Mikihiro, LJ, 

14/6/2011) 

I drew explicitly on my transportable identity as someone who had held various 

dreams at different times throughout my childhood and adolescence (section 5.5.2) 

in another activity: 

It took a while to get through my initial explanation, but I think using the photos of my 

past and talking about my dreams at those points in time, especially throwing in humour, 

seemed to really lighten things up and most students seemed to get straight into writing 

their ideas down. (RJ, 7/12/2011) 
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As Richards (2006) cautions, the explicit use of transportable identities by teachers 

involves an “investment of self, with all the emotional, relational, and moral 

considerations that this invokes” (p. 72). However, it also appeared that the explicit 

drawing-in of my transportable identities allowed students to feel more at ease in 

thinking about their own future. Such explicit employment encouraged students to 

reflect upon and compare their own ideas with new input: 

I was glad that I could think about the future in today’s Homeroom. Recently I’ve 

become to wonder about the meaning of being in kosen and was agonizing about it. I’m 

in the X department, but I don’t really have any interest in a future to do with X 

department. But like the teacher’s dreams for the future changed many times, I thought 

that I want to search for the future in my own way. And, from now on I want to take my 

time and think about the future. (Aoi, LJ, 7/12/2011) 

 

7.4 Absorbed expectations 

At various times throughout the year, I noticed in students’ reflections hints of the 

way in which they perceived expectations from society around them regarding 

their future English abilities. The following extracts are representative: 

I thought once again that when I become an adult, I’ll have to use more English. (Taiga, 

LJ, 12/4/2011) 

 

Through today’s lesson, I thought once again how necessary English is for the 

globalizing world, for my future when I go out into society. (Aoi, LJ, 12/4/2011) 

 

I feel like I have to start studying from now so that when the time comes in the future 

that I have to use English I can do ok. (Rui, LJ, 14/6/2011) 

The writing of these students reveals that they perceive English ability as a 

necessary quality of membership of “adult society” in Japan, possibly due to 
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processes of globalisation, leading to a sense of pressure from the “world around 

them”. The first role-model presentation encouraged one student, Yuma, to write 

in great detail about the influence of the opinions of those around him on his ideas 

of future possibility: 

I think that I want to do some kind of work related to space. If I only could, I’ve even 

thought that I’d like to become an astronaut. But from all around, all I hear is, ‘you’re 

dreaming!’ or ‘get real!’ And then, I’ve even been told, ‘If you go overseas to where lots of 

international engineers come together, you’ll have to speak not only English but many 

other languages too.’ But listening to today’s presentation about the overseas internship, 

and the fact that you don’t have to have perfect English, my motivation has gone up. I 

might be following a dream too much, but I want to try! (Yuma, LJ, 11/5/2011) 

These extracts from students reveal the influence of the ought-to L2 self on their 

conceptions of future possibility. Research in the European context has found 

minimal influence on motivation from the ought-to L2 self (Csizér & Lukács, 2010; 

Kormos & Csizér, 2008), with the former scholars suggesting that “the lack of the 

emergence of an ought-to self dimension might…be explained by the fact that the 

secondary-school participants are still relatively young to internalise the pressure 

the environment might put on them” (p. 6). In contrast to such findings, research 

conducted in the Japanese context with high school learners found that 89% of 

respondents reported a stronger influence on their motivation from the ought-to 

L2 self than an ideal self using English in the future (Pigott, 2011, p. 544). 

In the main, during the regular sessions involved in the current study, 

learners did not write clearly of how an ought-to L2 self might have affected 

motivation in the open class group. However, the responses elicited in the 

Expectations activity (section 5.5.3) allow some insight into the kinds of 
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perceptions of pressures and expectations regarding English that students may 

have been bringing into the classroom with them. Firstly, student writing reveals a 

split between a majority of students who believed their teachers had only basic 

expectations of competence for them, and a minority who perceived higher 

expectations of competence (all responses are from the Expectations activity, dated 

11/1/2012): 

LOWER EXPECTATIONS OF COMPETENCE 

The least necessary level of English (conversation, reading etc.) (Masa) 

Able to use to the level least necessary in society. (Tetsuo) 

Want me to acquire basic English ability. (Makoto) 

 

HIGHER EXPECTATIONS OF COMPETENCE 

Want [me] to master [it]. (Koji) 

High English ability. (Kousuke) 

These students had clear ideas of what teachers expect of them regarding their 

English studies, and unfortunately these perceived expectations were not on the 

whole positive. It is well documented how the expectations of teachers can 

influence student motivation and engagement in learning (Brophy, 1998; Dörnyei, 

2001). As Dörnyei puts it, “if you [the teacher] show commitment towards the 

students’ learning and progress, there is a very good chance that they will do the 

same thing” (p. 34). However, the message that the majority of these learners 

brought into the class group was that teachers held quite low expectations for 

students’ English learning. 

In contrast, learners’ perceptions of expectations from companies 

regarding their English abilities not only featured pressure to attain a high degree 
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of competence, but also included reference to specific tasks or purposes for which 

they might be expected to use English: 

Want me to be fluent. (Kazu) 

English ability to the degree that can do business with foreign business partners. Can 

understand electronic communications correctly. (Eiji) 

Level such that [I] can convey [my] will at meetings and presentations. (Tetsuo) 

Not troubled with communication in English even in [my] area of specialisation. (Chie) 

English ability to a degree that [I] can be active even overseas. (Seiya) 

As the final extract from Seiya attests, students often believed that companies 

would expect them to use English when “going overseas” or for “communication 

with those overseas”. Ushioda (2013b) has argued that in many cases, in the 

modern day and age: 

The distinctions between learning English as a ‘foreign’ language and learning English as 

a ‘second’ language become increasingly difficult to sustain when immersion in an 

English-speaking community or the return to one’s home community are readily 

possible, both virtually and physically. (p. 5) 

However, the perceived expectations of companies that these students brought 

with them into the classroom suggest that, for many, English is still something 

predominantly “foreign”: 

GOING OVERSEAS 

Even if [I] go overseas, not an embarrassing level of English. (Reiji) 

Can work overseas. (Kousuke) 

Can speak there (e.g., America). (Yuya) 

 

COMMUNICATION WITH OVERSEAS 

Can interact with overseas. (Yusuke) 

Dealing with orders from overseas etc. (Masa) 

Someone capable who can use English in the case that the other company is foreign. 

(Satoshi) 

Email communication with overseas companies. (Jiro) 
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Finally, the expectations that students perceived from their families also 

revealed use of English outside of Japan in the form of travel: 

Can interpret at travel destinations. (Eiji) 

Useful for travel. (Teru) 

Want [me] to interpret when go on overseas travel. (Daiki) 

In parallel with the perceived expectations of teachers, student writing showed 

that many students believed their families held very low expectations for their 

progress with English study: 

Able to speak more than parents. (Yusuke) 

Can do somewhat. (Reiji) 

Not hoping anything especially. (Koji) 

Not necessary. (Ryo) 

Nothing special. (Yu) 

As Brophy (1998) argues, “each person has a unique motivational system, 

developed in response to experiences and to socialisation from significant others 

in his or her life” (p. 168). For students such as those directly above, who bring 

into the classroom with them a belief that family members are “not hoping 

anything especially” for their English studies, motivation to learn must 

undoubtedly be affected. 

 

7.5 Climatic conditions – heat 

I turn now to an aspect of the physical environment that was particularly noted by 

students as affecting their motivation: the influence of temperature. In this area of 

Japan a rainy season is sandwiched between spring and summer. However, whilst 

the rainy season usually brings humidity and lower temperatures, this year (2011) 
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there were a number of days which combined unseasonable heat with humidity 

towards the end of June. These environmental conditions were another way in 

which the class system was open, and clearly affected the motivation of students at 

this time: 

Today, to be honest, it was so hot, but I tried. (Yuya, LJ, 21/6/2011) 

 

During the lesson it was so hot that I couldn’t concentrate, so I want to do my best so 

that I can study English even when it’s hot. (Masa, LJ, 21/6/2011) 

There were diverse reactions to these climatic conditions. Some students wrote as 

if the heat was a kind of challenge, and others as if the heat assisted their ability to 

study: 

Today we had a lesson when it was really hot. It was after sports lesson, so even more so 

my motivation disappeared. But at the start of the lesson the teacher said if you do 

something under harsh conditions, it will stick, and it will be useful anyway, and so my 

motivation went up, and I could concentrate on the lesson. It was really good. These 

conditions will probably continue, so I want to do my best. (Haruki, LJ, 28/6/2011) 

 

Today was really hot, but I felt like I could concentrate more. For me, when my body 

gets hot, I can concentrate more, I thought. Watching the DVD, mostly I could 

understand what the question was, and what the answers were. As I was concentrating 

so much, the lesson finished before I knew it. I want to continue like this next time. 

(Fumihiko, LJ, 21/6/2011) 

The influence of physical conditions on class groups was also apparent in research 

conducted by Burns and Knox (2011). Through their observations of classrooms, 

they note that the relationships between a number of factors from the physical 

environment, such as limited space, intense heat and poor lighting, produced 

classrooms unconducive to certain kinds of active learning tasks (p. 15). The data 

collected from the students in the current study refer only to heat and not to issues 
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of space or lighting (the classroom we were using was perhaps the newest in the 

school, with ample space and sufficient lighting). However, the influence that a 

combination of factors had on motivation is evident in the first extract above in 

which Haruki specifically mentions the physical environment and the factor of the 

timing of the lesson as affecting his motivation: “so even more so my motivation 

disappeared.” The following section discusses the issue of timetabling. 

 

7.6 Timetabling 

The influence of the timetabling of the college as a whole was a final aspect of the 

openness of the class system. Interruptions to the regular weekly flow of lessons 

affected student motivation in the class system. Students felt that their progress in 

certain English skills was impeded by a break: 

After reading a long passage after a long break, I was surprised that I didn’t understand 

at all. (Sayaka, LJ, 29/9/2011 – after summer holidays break) 

 

Trying to do listening after a long break, I couldn’t catch anything, so I panicked a bit. I 

felt like, rather than usual lessons, where I take them quite calmly, I felt like I panicked 

more in this lesson. I want to take the next lesson more calmly. (Seiya, LJ, 10/11/2011 – 

after college festival break) 

As might be evidenced from these two extracts, the influence of a break in study 

also often had an emotional element. The following student writes of his 

apprehension about a lesson after he had been absent the week before: 

As I wasn’t here for last week’s lesson I was a bit nervous, but it was good because I 

could do the lesson as per usual. (Masa, LJ, 20/10/2011 – after absence) 

Student mindfulness of the effects of breaks was further apparent when they wrote 

of “not wanting to forget” the feeling of motivated action they had experienced in a 
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lesson: 

…in the end it went really smoothly, so I could get confidence. I want to try to not forget 

about English during the summer break. (Taku, LJ, 19/7/2011 – before summer holiday 

break) 

 

Next week and the week after there’s koukasai [college festival] and a holiday that 

means no lessons, so I want to try not to forget. I want to take the next lesson like this, 

cooperating together in our team. (Reiji, 20/10/2011) 

The importance placed on exams in the college and the effects of their timing on 

motivation was also evident from student writing. In my initial review of the 

literature (Chapter 2) I determined that the frequently mentioned pressure from 

high-stakes entrance exams was not likely to affect the participants’ EFL 

motivation after they had entered kosen. However, regular, school-wide tests held 

four times a year did influence students’ engagement in English Expression lessons. 

As the extract below suggests, even though there was no mid-term exam for EE, 

Fumihiko’s motivation was clearly affected by his consciousness of the impending 

college exam period: 

Today I took EE lesson with lowered motivation, so I didn’t have energy to think of 

products. But I still think I at least tried. This is the last EE lesson before midterm exams, 

so I wanted to try my best, but I was more worried about exams. (Fumihiko, LJ, 

24/5/2011 – before midterm) 

 

My motivation tended to always go down after the first semester and second semester 

midterm exams. (Eiji, LJ Reflection 2, 9/2/2012) 

Although the cause is unclear, in the second extract Eiji recognises a connection 

between motivation and test periods, in this case with motivation decreasing after 

exams. Student concern with tests was also evident at other times, for example 
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when there was a project for EE lessons:  

Even though it was just before tests, a number of times we stayed back until after 6 to do 

it. (Yuya, LJ, 2/2/2012) 

This extract refers to the final group project that students had to complete. Yuya 

voices tension between a perceived necessity to study for exams and the 

requirement to finish the EE project. There was a clash as the influence of 

something “outside” the direct EE classroom environment, the college timetabling 

of exams, was brought in. 

 

7.7 Chapter summary 

In this chapter I have described the way in which viewing the data from a complex 

systems perspective allowed me to consider the L2MSS as an open system. I 

examined a range of imported conditions mentioned in the data that affected 

student motivation. These included a variety of aspects of identities that were 

transported into the classroom by the agents in the system, as adolescent students, 

from the personal lives of participants, and my own transportable identities as 

teacher and researcher. I next explored what the data revealed about perceptions 

of expectations and pressures that students absorbed from those around them, and 

may have brought into the open class group. Following this analysis I noted 

climatic conditions, institutional timetabling that created breaks in the regular flow 

of lessons, and the proximity of tests as elements that had strong effects on the 

motivation of students. 

I continue my re-analysis in Chapter 8 by employing the complex systems 
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metaphor of a state space to further explore the dynamic co-adaptation of self and 

environment fostering motivation of students in this class group. 
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Chapter Eight 

全・部 

The Whole in Parts: Co-adaptation 

 

8.1 Co-adaptation: The L2MSS as motivational state space 

Dörnyei’s (2009a) conceptualisation of the L2MSS is comprised of the ideal L2 self 

and ought-to L2 self – self aspects – and the L2 learning experience – influences 

from the environment. As the study progressed, complex systems theory 

encouraged me to notice in the data the integrally interactive nature of these 

elements of the L2MSS: In my study it is apparent how the here-and-now 

environment adapted the self of class members, just as the self of these same class 

members adapted the environment. There is co-adaptation, whereby the self and 

environment interact with a “kind of mutual causality, in which change in one 

system leads to change in another system connected to it, and this mutual 

influencing continues over time” (Larsen-Freeman & Cameron, 2008a, p. 233). In 

this chapter I draw on the complex systems theory concept of a “state space” to 

examine how these self and environmental aspects co-adapted as a system in the 

context of this study. 

A state space is a metaphor visualising all of the possible states in which a 

system could be at any point in time (Larsen-Freeman & Cameron, 2008a, p. 46). 

However, within this space, there are certain states or areas which might be 

“attractors” or “repellers” (Thelen & Smith, 1994). Considering the L2 Motivational 
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Self System, these are areas to which the motivational system is “drawn” or from 

which it is “pushed away”. In the context of my study, in line with the definition 

applied in this thesis that motivation “refers to a cumulative arousal, or want, that 

we are aware of” (Dörnyei, 2009b, p. 209), there were dimensions of participant 

writing that reflected such “want” – attractors – as well as dimensions that 

suggested “unwantedness” – repellers. Finally, complex systems theory 

understands that there may be “control parameters” that play a significant role in 

affecting and channelling the trajectories of movement around state space (Byrne, 

1998, p. 171); in the current study these control parameters acted as mechanisms 

bridging between the environment and self and directed motivation. 

In the current chapter I introduce three sets of “nested” (Larsen-Freeman 

& Cameron, 2008a, p. 30) motivational attractors and repellers showing 

co-adaptive interaction between parts of the L2MSS. Figure 21 provides a 

diagrammatic visualisation of the discussion of analysis in this chapter. I represent 

the three different parts of the L2MSS with merged circles as a kind of motivational 

state space. Within this state space I have visualised motivational attractors 

revealed through the analysis as green basins and a motivational repeller as an 

orange mound in the state space. I position the blue control parameters as bridging 

between the environment and self. The discussion will focus on the way in which 

analysis revealed the co-adaptive nature of interactions between the L2 learning 

experience – the environment – and the ought-to and ideal selves – the self. 

Furthermore, Figure 21 also includes influences from outside the direct classroom 

system discussed in the previous chapter, shown with bidirectional arrows. 
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Figure 21: State space of the L2 Motivational Self System in this class group. 
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This model reflects my interpretation of the dynamics of motivational 

co-adaptation in this classroom system. This said, a model runs the risk of 

oversimplifying and giving a picture of static, isolated elements. As I have argued 

throughout this thesis, importance should be placed more on combinations, 

relationships and interactions. To draw on the words of Cilliers (1998), “instead of 

trying to analyse complex phenomena in terms of single or essential principles,” my 

understanding of this model acknowledges “it is not possible to tell a single and 

exclusive story about something that is really complex” (p. iii). 

 

8.2 Nested motivational attractors: Opportunities for language use and 

self-ideas 

English Expression lessons used a task-based approach. One of the key principles 

of task-based language teaching is experiential learning in which learners learn by 

doing, using the additional language (Nunan, 2004, p. 36). Particularly in the first 

half of the year, perhaps as students were adjusting to the new style of these 

lessons, they wrote of opportunities for language use as fostering motivation: 

Through discussing with classmates in English, as we are all non-native English speakers, 

I became more confident in using English, and could discover new things. I want to use 

English, watch, and speak, and get more confidence with English. (Aoi, LJ, 19/4/2011) 

 

I really think that the thing that made my motivation go up the most was when I could 

actually use it [English]. There really aren’t so many chances to use English, but when I 

was able to use it, it gave me more confidence, and I thought that I want to become more 

able to use English. (Koji, LJ Reflection 1, 5/10/2011) 

In both of these extracts the students discuss how through using English they 

gained more confidence, which in turn fostered the desire for further learning. In 
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the second extract, Koji also mentions that “there really aren’t so many chances to 

use English.” However, it appears that despite this dearth of opportunities outside 

this classroom, the opportunities for use in the classroom became all the more 

motivating for him. 

These opportunities for use of English allowed students to experience 

success in a variety of ways. For instance, one student wrote of the chance for 

meaningful receptive use of English in comprehending, noting that her motivation 

increased “when I could catch the teacher’s English, and could understand it.” 

Experiences of success that the opportunities for use allowed were frequently 

connected with emotional states: 

At first I had no idea what to write when I tried to imagine about the picture, but I tried 

to use words I already know, and I was really happy when they were correct. In fact, I 

was moved! (Yuma, LJ, 26/4/2011) 

 

When we said the reasons, I tried positively to use English. I was worried whether my 

English would get across, but when it did, I was relieved. I thought that I want to try 

using even more English next time. (Yuma, LJ, 10/5/2011) 

These two extracts from the same student reveal a similar, iterative pattern to his 

emotions in response to being presented with opportunities to use English. In the 

first extract, Yuma writes of his initial worries when faced with attempting to use 

English towards completing a task. However, when his attempt meets with success 

he writes of being “really happy”. He then further stresses this emotional state: “In 

fact, I was moved!” A few weeks later, Yuma again notes emotion linked to the 

opportunity for language use in that despite trying “positively to use English” he 

was “worried whether my English would get across”. He becomes motivated to 
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“want to try using even more English next time” through his experience of being 

“relieved” when he was able to experience success in conveying his message 

communicatively. 

 

8.2.1 Self-reflection as a control parameter 

Self-reflection acted as a control parameter, guiding the trajectories of students’ 

motivation through this area of state space. In complex systems theory the present 

development of the system is critically dependent on past development (De Bot et 

al., 2007). Students often made comparisons of past and current use of English. As 

evident in the following two extracts, students reflected on their experiences of a 

self who had previously not had opportunities to use English, comparing these past 

experiences with more favourable current use of English: 

I’ve not ever really tried to write my own thoughts in English, so it was good to be able to 

think. (Jiro, LJ, 26/4/2011) 

 

As I thought, it’s better to actually use English than just always studying grammar. (Hide, 

LJ, 12/4/2011) 

The initial review of the literature regarding EFL motivation in Japan revealed the 

importance of students’ own perceptions of competence (see, e.g., Carpenter et al., 

2009; Falout & Maruyama, 2004; Hiromori, 2003; Tanaka, 2009; Tanaka & 

Hiromori, 2007). Learners frequently reflected on understandings of their own 

abilities, making comparisons of past and current competence: 

At first, the listening was so fast I had no idea what was being said, but then once I read 

the English subtitles, I could somehow understand. I reflected that up until now I’d only 

really done very easy listening tasks at junior-high school. I thought that I want to 

challenge more and more difficult questions. (Chie, LJ, 26/4/2011) 
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Today I did a presentation. There was a time before when I did a presentation, but 

compared to that time, this time I could definitely do it better, so I felt like I’ve improved. 

But I still only know very simple words, so I want to learn more words so that I can use 

those words to do a better presentation. (Kanata, LJ, 8/6/2011) 

In the first extract, Chie compares present experience of competence at kosen – “I 

had no idea what was being said” – with her competence at junior-high school, in 

which she attributes her ability to understand in listening tasks to a reflection that 

“I’d only really done very easy listening tasks.” However, her self-reflection 

encourages a desire to “challenge more and more difficult questions.” The second 

extract reveals the way in which students reflected on perceptions of progress in 

competence across lessons. Kanata perceives that he “could definitely do it [a 

presentation] better” than previously. However, his self-reflection channels the 

direction of his motivation by noting difficulties where he is currently, where he 

wishes to be, and how he might make further progress. 

Other students also reflected on particular aspects of tasks with which 

they had difficulty, and recognised a gap in competence between present and 

future selves: 

It was also really difficult to use only English to speak with someone. I want to expand 

my vocabulary, so that I can convey what I truly think. At the moment I can’t convey my 

ideas, but I want to become able to, little by little. (Sayaka, LJ, 26/4/2011) 

 

Even though I could imagine a product inside my head, it was very difficult to try to 

explain it in English so the other person could understand. That was because I know too 

few words, so when I tried to explain to another student, everything was too vague. 

(Taichi, LJ, 24/5/2011) 

Learners need to have some idea of how to move from the current self to an ideal, 

future self (Dörnyei & Ushioda, 2011; Oyserman et al., 2004; Taylor et al., 1998). 
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Through activities such as the English learning strategy brainstorming (see section 

4.8.1) and connected summer holiday skill-building (section 4.8.3), and the various 

goal-setting activities (sections 5.2.1 and 5.5.1), students reflected concretely on 

what they could do to lessen the gap between the present and future: 

By saying what I was doing every day in English, I think my sense of discomfort about 

English has gone a little. It’s just talking, so I think I’ll be able to continue. If I put in more 

new words or grammar then it’d be more effective. I feel like continuing. (Makoto, 

Summer Skill-building activity, 7/9/2011) 

Such activities may have drawn student attention to reflect on their own efforts at 

language use. However, one of the key features of complex systems is the 

non-linearity of change – introduced change has different effects on different 

elements in the system (Cilliers, 1998) and might have a huge effect or none at all. 

Unfortunately, from the data collected it is impossible to tell to what degree the 

activities I introduced effected long-lasting change. 

 

8.2.2 Co-adaptation between opportunities for language use and 

an ideal self 

Research by Ronfeldt and Grossman (2008) has shown that through opportunities 

for successful experimentation, educational programs can afford scaffolding to 

learners in their development of images of future roles (p. 58). The use of language 

encouraged ideas of an ideal self purposefully applying English in future 

professional situations (emphasis added): 

I thought that the English we used when we made business cards, and then introduced 

ourselves and our position was really useful. So when I get out into the working world, 

and can use this when meeting with people from another company, I hope it will be 

understood. (Tetsuo, LJ, 19/4/2011) 
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I think I’ll have to do many presentations in my work in the future, so I want to get better 

at doing them. This time the message didn’t get conveyed so well, but I could at least 

grasp the flow of a presentation, so I want to increase my presentation ability one step at 

a time, so that I can make use of it in my future. (Kazu, LJ, 8/6/2011) 

These extracts reveal students making a connection between their present use of 

English in the classroom and possible future English use. In the first extract, Tetsuo 

writes as if future English use is almost a given fact: “So when I get out into the 

working world, and can use this when meeting with people from another company, 

I hope it will be understood.” Kazu also recognises English as a kind of requirement 

for a future self who will “have to do many presentations in my work in the future”. 

He then draws on challenges and difficulties experienced by the present self to aim 

towards a future self using English: “so I want to increase my presentation ability 

one step at a time, so that I can make use of it in my future.” 

The following student discusses how his image of a future self using 

English changed over the year through success in the English Expression lessons: 

One year before I couldn’t really have an image, but using English in the company for 

things like a presentation, I became able to have an image. English Expression lessons 

are so good, because I can be good at English a little for English Expression lessons. (Jun, 

LJ Reflection 2, 9/2/2012) 

Jun makes a connection between the use of English in the EE lessons and 

development of an image that at the start of the year he “couldn’t really have”. He 

then ascribes great importance to his experiences in EE lessons in fostering an 

image of a capable English-using self: “I can be good at English a little for English 

Expression lessons.” 

A final insight from the data is the absence of mention of a future self 
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reading English. Across the data, students wrote of using a variety of different 

English skills in their futures, but mention of a future English-reading self was not 

common, despite many of the tasks involving interaction with written texts. 

 

8.2.3 Co-adaptation between opportunities for language use and 

a fearing self 

Images of a self that students feared acted as a kind of repeller, an area in the 

motivational state space with negative connotations. Expressions of a fearing self 

emerged in connection with current experience of use of English and were often 

emotionally connected to a lack of progress (emphasis added): 

Trying to do the phone conversation (English), it was harder than I thought. I thought it 

would be pretty difficult to actually do smoothly. If I don’t do my best from now on… 

(Taka, LJ, 6/10/2011) 

 

Compared to everyday conversation, business English has many difficult words, so I 

thought it was difficult. And I also felt a sense of crisis that I can’t just stay this way of not 

even being able to do everyday conversation. (Chie, LJ, 29/9/2011) 

As Chie vividly writes, these extracts reveal “a sense of crisis” felt because of 

current experience of difficulty in the classroom. The fearing self is something very 

potent and clear for these students, with Taka’s last sentence hinting at an almost 

menacing nature of the fearing self: “If I don’t do my best from now on...” However, I 

also understand that these students feel the feared self as possible, but something 

that can be avoided through a revision of action: “I can’t just stay this way”. 

Students furthermore wrote of a temporally proximal fearing self using 

English in the classroom. For example, one student made a comparison of his 

comprehension of my spoken English between past and current experience: “Today 



Chapter Eight – Co-adaptation                                       全・部 

 

 239 

was the second lesson, but I thought I could catch less of the teacher’s English than 

last time.” He continued in the next sentence by making a revision of a future self in 

the following lesson: “I want to catch more words in the next lesson than this time.” 

Although not overt in his writing, an implication I understand in the space between 

these two sentences is that he fears a continued downward spiral in the following 

lesson in which he also may not be able to understand. 

 

8.2.4 Co-adaptation between opportunities for language use and 

a revising classroom self 

Students frequently wrote of a revising self as being proactive in future classroom 

English use. For instance, one student reflected on difficulty in attempting to 

achieve a self-determined goal – “Near the end I tried to use only English, but I 

couldn’t do it and used some Japanese” – to which he then revised his idea of a self 

in future classroom activities: “Even simple English is ok, but I want to try to use 

only English.” Other students wrote of similar revisions: 

I could discuss seriously and positively, so I was pleased. I’m studying after lessons, and 

looking up words before lessons, so I want to continue studying like this. Next time I 

want to try speaking again, so my English ability goes up. (Jun, LJ, 17/5/2011) 

Jun attributes current success in a discussion using English to his study outside of 

the classroom. This experience of success not only provides positive reinforcement 

that the activity outside of class time is worthwhile, but also fosters a revising 

classroom self-image as someone who will “try speaking again, so my English 

ability goes up.” 

Reminiscent of the use of possible selves as kinds of “stepping-stones” 
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into the future discussed in the literature (Dörnyei, 2009a; Oyserman & James, 

2011; Pizzolato, 2006), there were also occasions when students linked current 

experience using English to future selves at different time frames. As evident in the 

following extracts, on occasions these descriptions of a self-across-time connected 

past and present use of English with a future revision of self in the classroom, 

whilst at times students also linked these ideas to the more distal future. As such, 

these revising selves were connected not only with the EE classroom, but with 

other English lessons and the developing futures of students: 

I really felt that I’m becoming able to catch English. I’m beginning to understand the 

meaning too. If I pile things up [experience] I’ll become able to do it, so I thought that I 

want to try harder in English Expression. I want a little more chance to touch English. 

When I thought of sentences, I couldn’t think of compound phrases. So I want to 

remember lots of compound phrases from now on. And also there were many parts of 

grammar that I didn’t know, so I want to try hard in grammar study too. (Tomoe, LJ, 

20/10/2011)  

 

Phrases that we can use to debate will be something that I use a lot in my future, I think. 

I felt that it’s important to think about the nuances of phrases, and what kind of 

meanings they hold as we’re using them. I want to think about these meanings when 

using these phrases next week. (Taka, LJ, 21/6/2011) 

As I observed in section 8.2, the influence of connections between 

opportunities for language use and emerging self-ideas was far more evident in the 

first half of the year of this study. A second set of motivational attractors nesting 

opportunities for interaction with self-ideas was recognisable through the writing 

of participants across the entire year, as discussed in the following sections. 

8.3 Nested motivational attractors: Opportunities for interaction and 

self-ideas 
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Ushioda (2011) argues that “it is through social participation in opportunities, 

negotiations and activities that people’s motivations and identities develop and 

emerge as dynamically co-constructed processes” (pp. 21-22). Students wrote from 

the very start of lessons about motivating aspects of a variety of interactions. Some 

of these opportunities allowed them to get to know the identities of their peers: 

When we exchanged business cards, I enjoyed being able to get to know interesting facts 

about other classmates. (Makoto, LJ, 19/4/2011) 

 

I could use English to talk with various people. I thought that the good point about these 

EE lessons is that we can learn not only English, but we also have the chance to talk to 

people we ordinarily wouldn’t talk to. (Nao, LJ, 26/4/2011) 

The opportunities for interactions also provided motivation through students 

being able to think together. Through cooperation with other class members, 

students were able to experience successes that they might not have been able to 

achieve independently. As the following extract suggests, these experiences led to 

motivation towards further interaction in later lessons: 

It was really difficult to think of 5 questions in English. I’m not so good at English, so 

thinking of 5 questions and writing them was really difficult. But after using a dictionary 

to make the questions together as a group, there was a real sense of achievement. So I 

thought that I want to discuss lots in our group again in the next lesson. (Aoi, LJ, 

10/11/2011) 

The motivational capacity of the opportunities for interaction furthermore arose 

from chances to exchange ideas and learn with peers. Understood with complex 

systems theory, the class group in many ways involved much redundancy: 

members shared cultural backgrounds, similar first language and roughly equal 

social status. Redundancy assists “systemic coherence” through the capacity “to 
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enable interactions among agents” (Davis & Sumara, 2010, p. 858). Intrinsically 

motivating interaction during tasks was fostered by redundancy as it facilitated 

students to share understandings. However, intrinsic motivation from the diversity 

of members of the system also emerged as a result of the range of different ideas 

and approaches that students were able to bring to tasks: 

Everyone had so many different problems, and it was really fun to try thinking of 

product ideas for them. And it was also interesting to say my problems, and hear what 

ideas other students would come up with. (Sayaka, LJ, 24/5/2011) 

 

Today we thought all together about improvements for various ideas. Everyone had their 

own ideas, and I could realise things that I couldn’t realise by myself. (Ryu, LJ, 

13/10/2011) 

Finally, opportunities for interaction were also frequently linked with emotive 

states through connections students could feel in their groups. Interactions 

fostered positive emotional states and attachment with fellow class members, 

whilst the dissolution of such attachment led in the main to negative emotions, as 

reflected in the following extract (emphasis added): 

With the cooperation of the team members I was able to make English sentences and get 

the data together. I was really pleased that we did the work so quickly and efficiently that 

there was almost time left over. This is the last lesson with these members so I’m a bit 

sad / lonely [samishii]. (Yuma, LJ, 1/12/2011) 

 

8.3.1 Social comparison as a control parameter 

Although in many senses these opportunities for interaction were intrinsically 

motivating, social comparisons that students made also guided their motivation 

related to interactions. Firstly, students revised their ideas of the plausibility of a 
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self using English in the near and distal future through comparing with others. For 

example, during activities in which students received information about the use of 

English by kosen students they socially compared with others they perceived as 

similar to themselves (Oyserman et al., 2006), influencing perceptions of future 

possibility: 

When I heard that students that graduate from kosen can use English in their jobs, I 

thought that I want to raise my level enough that I can do that too. (Kanata, LJ, 

12/4/2011) 

 

I don’t really know much about my future, and even more so I’ve not even been able to 

imagine the possibility of working overseas. But listening to today’s presentation, I felt 

strongly that this possibility is a lot closer to me than I had thought. (Shun, LJ, 

11/5/2011) 

Such social comparison of plausibility channelled motivation in opportunities for 

interaction in the English Expression lessons also: 

When we were speaking English in our groups, rather than just using one word, there 

was a student who could use whole sentences, so I was really impressed. When I can’t 

say something, I always just use Japanese, so I thought that I want to learn from the 

other student’s example and speak like them. And there was another student who didn’t 

think about English in complicated ways, but just tried to have fun with it. I thought that 

English is just a language like Japanese, and if I only change my way of thinking, I might 

be able to speak like this student. (Sayaka, LJ, 10/5/2011) 

Sayaka socially compares her own current capabilities – “[w]hen I can’t say 

something, I always just use Japanese” and the actions of other students: “rather 

than just using one word, there was a student who could use whole sentences”; 

“there was another student who didn’t think about English in complicated ways”. 

She adjusts her ideas of plausibility as a result of these social comparisons: “I 

thought that…if I only change my way of thinking, I might be able to speak like this 
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student.” The opportunity for interaction provided the chance for motivation, but it 

was her social comparison of plausibility that directed the trajectory of this 

motivation. 

Through such social comparisons, students were also able to reflect on 

their approaches to study. Some students made social comparisons with others 

relating to their own level of effort in studying: “At first today we thought about the 

goal we’d set at the start of second semester. Everyone had been doing something, 

even a small thing, to move towards their goals”. This student then reflects on his 

own efforts – “But I haven’t been doing anything, so I got uneasy” – before altering 

his ideas of effort: “So I think I’ll change it to a smaller goal that I can achieve soon.” 

Other students similarly compared their ideas about study through interactions 

with peers: 

Listening to the speech about going to Canada this time I thought that my amount of 

study is still too little. [He] said that even people who studied weren’t understood, so I 

thought that I need to study lots. (Jiro, LJ, 1/2/2012) 

Dörnyei and Ushioda (2011) urge that one of the conditions for motivation through 

the L2MSS is that a future state is not perceived as certain to occur without effort. 

Jiro makes this realisation when he writes, “I thought that my amount of study is 

still too little” and “I thought that I need to study lots.” His motivation is guided 

through his social comparison of information from the older student. 

 

8.3.2 Co-adaptation between opportunities for interaction and 

an ideal self 

To be motivating, a possible self needs to exist (Dörnyei, 2009a, p. 19). Learners 

need to feel that this future aspect of themselves is a possibility. Through social 
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comparisons during opportunities for interaction, students altered their ideas 

about what was possible for an ideal self. For example, after the first role-model 

presentation one student wrote of his change in ideas: “For my own future, not just 

working in Japan, but also working overseas would be cool, I thought.” He then 

connected this revising of image with his perception of the current Japanese 

working environment - “At the moment, lots of Japanese companies are heading 

overseas” - before linking the future possible-self with a necessity for action in the 

present: “so I’d like to try working overseas as an engineer. So I was made to feel 

strongly the importance of studying English.” Another student’s image of the 

competence of an ideal self altered: 

What I was most surprised about was that even though he didn’t understand everything 

that the local people said, they could still communicate. At the moment I’m pretty bad at 

English, but as kosen has such a system for helping students to do work experience 

overseas, I think I’d like to try it. (Teru, LJ, 11/5/2011) 

Teru’s writing suggests that he previously held a belief that competence in English 

required “perfection”, being able to comprehend all input. However, through the 

interaction with the presenter’s ideas he receives negative feedback about this 

understanding. He alters his own image of an ideal, competent English-using self to 

be someone who may not “understand everything that the local people [say]” but 

“could still communicate.” 

 

8.3.3 Co-adaptation between opportunities for interaction and a 

fearing self 

Kim (2009) defines the ought-to L2 self as “originat[ing] from an L2 learner’s 

apprehension of failure” which “reflects the external demands from other members 
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of the community” (p. 277). Pressures from perceived expectations in the 

community of the class group led some students to write of a fearing self failing in 

the classroom: 

I troubled the other team members with my presentation, so I felt regretful. I thought 

that it’s difficult to say what I thought in Japanese with English expressions. I felt 

strongly that my study of English grammar is still not sufficient. (Chie, LJ, 8/6/2011) 

These ideas of a fearing self also extended to images of failing during interaction in 

the future classroom: 

For the poster and presentation there’s not really anyone in my team that I can just rely 

on, so I’m a bit worried. (Hide, LJ, 28/6/2011) 

 

It was more difficult than I’d thought to make sentences. Looking at what got made, I’m 

anxious as to whether people watching will be able to understand, but for the time being 

I’ll try to do it with all my energy. (Shun, LJ, 22/12/2011) 

Hide judges that there is no one more capable than himself in his group that he can 

“just rely on” to prepare for the poster presentation. His writing also suggests that 

he further has doubts about his own capacity, leading to a fearing self that is “a bit 

worried”. Shun again makes a judgment, this time about the capacity for a prepared 

text to be comprehensible by others. His image suggests a fearing self who presents 

to others, but who then experiences embarrassment or feels a sense of failure 

when the presentation is not understood. 

A final way in which students wrote of a fearing self was through ideas 

they expressed of perceived inferiority through interactions with others: 

When friends said they did an [overseas] home-stay, or lived in England, I thought I want 

to get close to English so that I don’t lose out to those kinds of experiences. (Sayaka, LJ 

Reflection 1, 5/10/2011) 

In comparison to the earlier parts of this section, Sayaka reveals a fearing self more 
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distal, removed from the classroom. The extract also expresses a strong sense of 

perceived expectation. Sayaka compares herself with peers who have experience 

overseas, and notes that she doesn’t want to “lose out to those kinds of experiences.” 

This comment suggests that for her, a failing self would be someone who doesn’t 

have such experiences with English in the future. 

 

8.3.4 Co-adaptation between opportunities for interaction and a 

revising classroom self 

Davis and Sumara (2006) contend that there is “an underlying ‘win-win logic’ of 

complex unities.… A win-win logic suggests that one agent’s situation will likely 

improve if the situations of his/her/its nearest neighbours improve. A ‘we’ is 

usually better than an ‘I’ for all involved” (p. 105). Sometimes students wrote of a 

revising classroom self more supportive of others: “We have to present properly for 

4 minutes…. So that everyone can listen and the meaning gets across, I want to try 

as much as possible to use simple words.” A set of extracts written independently 

by two students in the same group from the same date vividly suggests how 

current experience of interactions in the classroom affected ideas of a revising 

classroom self co-creating the lesson environment: 

Today, like the teacher suggested, I tried even more than normal to use English positively. 

But the other members in the group didn’t really try to use English, so I also couldn’t use 

it. But when I tried to use English, from then on, mostly the other members also tried to 

use English. I thought, rather than waiting for someone else to start trying, it’s important 

to start by myself. From next time, I want to try speaking by myself, and create an 

atmosphere in which English is spoken. (Nao, LJ, 28/6/2011) 

 

I couldn’t use very much English when we had to talk about good and bad points of 
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different products. But I could use English to discuss together to decide which product 

was the best. At this time, I saw another team member really trying to use English in this 

discussion, and so I felt like I wanted to speak in English too. I think that if someone 

doesn’t start by using English like this student, then we’ll naturally just use Japanese, so I 

want to try using English right from the start in next lesson. (Sayaka, LJ, 28/6/2011) 

Both students write of their parallel experiences at the beginning of activity. 

Although Nao wanted to use English, she receives negative feedback about the 

appropriateness of her intention: “the other members in the group didn’t really try 

to use English, so I also couldn’t use it.” This lack of use is confirmed in Sayaka’s 

extract. However, there is a turning point when Nao attempts to use English 

anyway: “But when I tried to use English, from then on, mostly the other members 

also tried to use English.” In her new attempt, she receives positive feedback from 

the environment suggesting her revised behaviour to be appropriate. This turning 

point is clearly understood by Sayaka also: “At this time, I saw another team 

member really trying to use English in this discussion, and so I felt like I wanted to 

speak in English too.” These experiences foster both students to write of a revising 

classroom self more proactive in making the environment for learning. As Nao 

reflects, “I thought, rather than waiting for someone else to start trying, it’s 

important to start by myself. From next time, I want to try speaking by myself, and 

create an atmosphere in which English is spoken.” Sayaka’s revising classroom self 

is in parallel: “I think that if someone doesn’t start by using English like this 

student, then we’ll naturally just use Japanese, so I want to try using English right 

from the start in next lesson.” 

Although also evident in homeroom periods in which possible-self 
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activities were introduced, motivation emergent from the nesting of opportunities 

for language use, opportunities for interaction, and self-ideas was more prominent 

in EE lessons. A final set of motivational attractors nesting opportunities for 

realisations with self-ideas was noticeable to a greater degree in direct connection 

with the introduced change-action, discussed in the following sections. 

 

8.4 Nested motivational attractors: Opportunities for realisations and 

self-ideas 

Opportunities for realisations were perceived as motivating by students. The 

opportunities that students discussed as motivating often reflected the 

change-action as explicit chances or occasions for realisations. Whilst some of 

these realisations concerned English study in particular, students also made 

connections with aspects of their personalities or ways of thinking. These 

realisations frequently encouraged students to write of powerful motivation 

towards future action: 

There’s not usually occasion to think about what kind of personality I have, or what’s 

bad, so I couldn’t think of things very quickly. I’m pretty simple, so just by thinking 

carefully and writing about what I should fix about English or myself, I’ll get the feeling 

of ‘I’ll try my best from today!’ So I’m appreciative of the teacher that does homerooms 

or lessons that raise my motivation. As [sekkaku] I’ve got this feeling of wanting to do my 

best, I want to do what I can. (Sayaka, LJ, 7/12/2011) 

 

Kosen and university teachers have expectations about reading, but companies have 

expectations about speaking, so I thought [the gap] was odd. Reading is kind of 

[maa-maa] important, but the English ability that companies demand is mostly speaking, 

so I realized that in the future speaking ability would be necessary. So I want to place 

more importance on speaking when I study from now on. (Makoto, LJ, 12/1/2012 – 

Reflection on Koseneigo report findings) 
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Today was a really strange homeroom. I’m really shy and get nervous easily, so what the 

teacher taught will be really useful, I thought. Actually, my number of breaths went down 

from 22 to 16. It was a really meaningful homeroom. I felt like I could understand the 

importance of imagination. I want to always imagine, and keep chasing after the future 

me. I had the feeling that if it’s me, I can do anything. (Yuya, LJ, 12/10/2011 – Image 

training activity) 

As these extracts suggest, although I introduced change-action into the classroom 

system, the ways in which students interpreted this “noise” and made realisations 

through these opportunities were various. Control was decentralised (Davis & 

Sumara, 2006). Some opportunities for realisations that students noted as 

motivating were somewhat coincidental: 

I’d never really thought about English before, so there’s been a change in that I’ve begun 

to think about it. And I’ve done things like trying out different ways of studying in the 

summer holidays, and watching the DVD in lessons, so I’ve come to understand more the 

way of studying English that I hadn’t really understood before, and so I have the feeling 

of trying more. (Teru, LJ Reflection 1, 5/10/2011) 

Teru realises a higher degree of consciousness of English through a combination of 

the EE lessons and the explicit activities in HR periods. Through his experiences he 

recognises that he has become more aware of “the way of studying English that I 

hadn’t really understood before”. This realisation and awareness in turn fosters 

further motivation: “and so I have the feeling of trying more.” 

The action of writing learning journals also fostered motivating 

realisations. In parallel with the arguments of Phelps (2005), the use of reflective 

journals “stimulate[d] individual students to build up an holistic picture of the 

interplay of their past experiences and background with their current and 

emerging ‘state’” (p. 40): 
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By writing the learning journal every lesson, I could reflect upon the lesson, and think of 

a little goal for the next lesson. I feel like every time when I made these little goals, my 

motivation went up a little more. And by reflecting upon the lesson, I could be refreshed 

for the next lesson. (Jiro, LJ Reflection 1, 5/10/2011) 

 

I re-read my learning journal and could understand that I am, little by little, getting 

closer to my own goal. On top of that, I could discover something concrete that I ought to 

do from now. Throughout today’s lesson I could reconfirm what I ought to be doing, so I 

thought it was good. (Eiji, LJ, 8/12/2011) 

 

8.4.1 Self-reflection and social comparison as control parameters 

Both self-reflection and social comparison guided the motivation of students 

related to realisations. Firstly, students reflected on relevance through a connection 

between the self in the present and a future self in general. This connection was 

particularly noticeable in writing concerning the Possible-Self Tree activity 

(section 5.5.2): 

Through comparing things like bad points about myself now and my hopes for the future 

I realized that I can’t keep going the way that I am. By expressing that in a picture I could 

realize the position that I’m in now, and I got a real shock. (Hiro, LJ, 14/12/2011) 

 

Today I thought about my own future, and about myself now in relation to that. When I 

was thinking about ways that I might be in the future, I thought I’m terrible. But I also 

thought that by knowing about my bad points and trying to fix them, it’s connected to 

my future. (Teru, LJ, 7/12/2011) 

It has been found that student motivation is connected with the need to 

feel there is a purpose to what one is doing (Agawa et al., 2011; Jang, 2008; Reeve, 

Jang, Hardre, & Omura, 2002). In congruence with such findings, students 

frequently wrote of exploration of the meaning of their English studies and why 

they were studying. For instance, one student reflected: “From now on I want to 
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understand the purpose of what I’m studying when taking the lesson.” This 

self-reflection guided motivation as students made realisations through the 

environmental opportunities. The meaning of study was usually ascribed to 

professional situations in the future, with these realisations linking to a desire for 

action: 

In the lesson I didn’t really think about it, but now when I think about it, I feel like the 

English for saying my opinion will be useful when I work at a company in the future. If I 

concentrate on something like that when I’m studying I think it will lead to greater skills, 

so I want to do that. (Ken, LJ, 13/10/2011) 

The writing of students concerning the two role-model presentations also reveals 

the way in which social comparisons directed students’ motivation. Near-peer role 

modelling has been discussed as beneficial in language learning through its 

capacity to show learners similar others succeeding, fostering the notion that 

comparable success is possible for oneself also (Murphey & Arao, 2001; Yashima, 

2009). However, student writing suggested also a social comparison of the 

relevance of English study: “if it’s relevant for this older student, it’s relevant for me 

too”, as apparent in the following extract:  

At the moment, I’m still wondering about what kind of job I’ll do in my future, and can’t 

really decide. But I thought that in only a few years time I’ll have to get a job. Watching 

today’s presentation, I thought that wherever I work, in Thailand, in America, or even in 

Japan, I’ll need English. So rather than just superficially [tada yattoku] doing English in 

lessons, I realized that it’s for my future, so I thought I want to study English more than 

before, and make it useful for my future. (Mikihiro, LJ, 11/5/2011) 

In response to opportunities for realisations, students’ motivation was also 

influenced via making social comparisons of experiences and understandings with 

peers. These realisations were again fostered through diversity and redundancy of 



Chapter Eight – Co-adaptation                                       全・部 

 

 253 

ideas. Two entries relating to the EE lesson in which students compared their 

experiences in junior-high school English lessons with other students (section 

4.2.3) are illustrative: 

I understood that there were a lot of students at other junior-high schools that felt 

English lessons were boring. It was a very interesting activity, because there’s usually no 

chance to ever hear about what the English lessons of students at other schools are like. 

(Chie, LJ, 12/4/2011) 

 

It was interesting that there were very few students that had written similar ideas to 

mine. (Yuya, LJ, 12/4/2011) 

The realisations that these students made through social comparisons are quite 

different. Chie encountered other students who thought their previous English 

lessons were “boring.” Cross-referencing with what she wrote about her own past 

experiences, she also perceived junior-high school English lessons as of little 

interest. Her encounters with other students who brought similar experiences to 

her own led to positive feedback in social comparison – her understandings were 

reinforced (Arthur, 1990). On the other hand, Yuya writes explicitly of negative 

feedback: “It was interesting that there were very few students that had written 

similar ideas to mine.” Through cross-reference with what he had written about his 

past experiences, he wrote negatively about past English lessons. However, during 

the activity there was sufficient diversity in the experiences of other students that 

Yuya happened to encounter students with different experiences. This diversity 

and redundancy of ideas spread across the class group fostered motivation and 

interest through making social comparisons. 
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8.4.2 Co-adaptation between opportunities for realisations and 

an ideal self 

Through introduced activities, students wrote of their image of a future self using 

English becoming closer by linking words that expressed perceived distance of the 

ideal self with action from the present. The quality of image of the ideal self 

changed: 

I don’t really know much about my future, and even more so I’ve not even been able to 

imagine about the possibility of working overseas. But listening to today’s presentation, 

I felt strongly that this possibility is a lot closer to me than I had thought. (Shun, LJ, 

11/5/2011) 

 

The ‘English-using myself’ is something that’s near yet far, but I want to try hard and 

become [it]. (Yuya, LJ Reflection 2, 9/2/2012) 

 

One year before I was thinking that I’d really never have to use something like English. 

Because I was thinking that if I entered a company within Japan I’d get away without 

using English. But at present in companies within Japan as well there are people from 

other countries working, so I’m imagining using it to communicate or using it for 

dealings with other countries. (Haruki, LJ Reflection 2, 9/2/2012) 

A future self needs not only to exist in a particular domain, but also have a 

sufficient degree of detail if it is to be motivating (Dörnyei, 2009a). The clarity of 

detail of a future English-using self was particularly noticeable in comments that 

students wrote about the image training activity (section 5.2.2): 

Me of a few years later was really able to talk with friends in English a lot. I want to 

become like that. (Tetsuo, LJ, 12/10/2011) 

 

This time, perhaps because I was relaxed, even though I was able to see the image of me 

of some years later, images like my clothes were scattered around like pieces of a puzzle, 

and I thought that I need to think about what’s in front of me by myself, and choose it by 

myself. (Eiji, LJ, 12/10/2011) 
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As one dimension of this detail, student writing further revealed realisation of a 

range of perceived benefits of the ideal self. For example, one student wrote of a 

potential widening of horizons: “as I get more used to using English, my view of the 

world will get wider.” Other students wrote of a kind of personal strength that they 

saw as a benefit of attaining the ideal self: 

I thought that there are so many convenient products now. And they all get better and 

better all the time, so I wondered at the persistence of companies that make them. And I 

thought, so that I can become someone who works at a company like that, I’ll do my best 

to study English. (Teru, LJ, 17/5/2011) 

Teru realises a connection between an activity discussing about different 

technological products and the kind of company he wants to work at in the future. 

His next statement also recalls the ought-to self, his expectation that to “become 

someone who works at a company like that” English is a requirement. However, 

Kubanyiova (2009) has argued that what was initially an externally motivated 

possible self (an ought-to self) might “transform along the way to an internalised 

ideal self” (p. 323). Teru’s use of phrases such as “so that I can become someone 

who...” (suggesting possibility rather than pressure) and “I’ll do my best” (rather 

than I have to do my best) suggest the process of such internalisation. 

Further evident from the writing of students was an image of an ideal self 

using English working overseas. For instance, one student wrote of “an image of, in 

the future, like for work, going overseas and stuff, using English in an important 

situation.” Another student’s writing reveals development of the motivating 

strength of such an image through his process of writing: 

It would be a great experience if I ever decided to work at an overseas company (as I 

wrote that, I began even more to want to go). (Taka, LJ, 11/5/2011) 
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Finally, as reflected in Taka’s use of the phrase “great experience”, it has been 

argued that possible selves gain motivational momentum when there is a 

connection with a person’s emotional system (MacIntyre et al., 2009, p. 47). 

Students’ ideas of a future self using English involved expressions of emotion tied 

to these images. For example, in reflecting on the first role-model presentation, the 

writing of one student reveals an emotional element in her realisation that an ideal 

self who “could speak English smoothly” like the presenter would be “amazing.” 

Writing of the same opportunity, another student reflected that he “was amazed to 

see him [the presenter] speaking English fluently with the teacher before the 

presentation”, before clearly linking this emotional perception with a future ideal 

self: “so I thought I want to become someone like this.” 

 

8.4.3 Co-adaptation between opportunities for realisations and a 

fearing self 

Representations of a temporally distal fearing self emerged as a repeller connected 

with the opportunities for realisations. Firstly, students wrote of a future self 

fearing overseas, sometimes expressing apprehension imagining a future self 

overseas because of a perceived lack of English ability: 

I’ve never experienced being somewhere where I can only use English, so I feel a bit 

scared about putting myself in that situation. (Seiya, LJ, 11/5/2011) 

 

Even people who were good at English couldn’t be understood, so I got scared because I 

definitely wouldn’t be understood. But like the older student said, it’s no good to just 

stay stuck inside. I think I want to try going overseas sometime. (Tomoe, LJ, 1/2/2012) 

Writing about the second role-model presentation, Tomoe picks up on one point of 
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the presenter’s speech and uses this information to reflect on a fearing self who is 

someone that “definitely wouldn’t be understood.” Her image of a different yet 

related fearing self is also apparent in the following statements: “it’s no good to just 

stay stuck inside. I think I want to try going overseas sometime.” Whilst she is 

apprehensive about going overseas because of predicted difficulties with English, 

she perceives that remaining only in Japan would also be a failure. 

Students also referred to a fearing self connected to working using 

English. The reflections of one student about the video showing Japanese company 

employees studying English (section 5.2.1) are illustrative: “In today’s lesson I 

watched a video and understood that even though English is necessary for working 

people, they weren’t actually able to use it.” Rather than concentrating on how 

people were shown attempting to improve their English in this video (which was 

the major theme), he focuses on their lack of ability. The opportunity fostered 

realisation of a fearing self who is similarly unable to respond to a perceived 

expectation that “English is necessary for working people”. 
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8.4.4 Co-adaptation between opportunities for realisations and a 

revising classroom self 

Participants wrote of a revising classroom self using the various opportunities or 

affordances in the environment. There was realisation that effort expended over 

time would benefit the future self. As the following two extracts suggest, students 

noted these realisations as encouraging them to act in the present: 

Today we improved our product. I understood that even after the product is complete, it 

needs to be improved. I felt like study is kind of the same. Even if there’s only one answer, 

what’s important is the feeling of wanting to search deeper afterwards, I thought. I want 

not to forget this feeling, and to make use of it from now on. (Fumihiko, LJ, 13/10/2011) 

 

Before I wasn’t really thinking anything at all, but when I realized that putting in effort 

every day even little by little is so different from doing nothing, I thought about the 

future, and I’ve come to put in more effort than before. (Nao, LJ Reflection 2, 9/2/2012) 

Students used the opportunities to reflect with the LJ to make realisations about 

their actions in the day’s EE lesson and ideas of future action. For instance, one 

student wrote, “Today I couldn’t make a chance to speak English from myself. Even 

if a little, I think I should have spoken English.” She then directly refers to this 

realisation as fostering a revising classroom self for the following lesson: “Making 

use of this reflection, I want to make sure I use it [English] next time.” Other 

students similarly wrote of realisations fostering ideas of a revising self using the 

opportunities in the environment both outside and inside the classroom: 

After listening to the presentation about the internship, little by little, I’m trying to get 

bits of English into my everyday conversations. I still can’t really make a flowing 

conversation, but I think my ability to at least convey my thoughts is getting better. I 

want to do my best from now on as well. (Ryo, LJ, 24/5/2011) 

 

Today I made a report. Now, I tried to use as much as possible expressions I’m learning 
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in the other English. I thought that if I use them in this kind of chance, then they’ll seep 

into me. In a normal lesson it’s mostly just listening to the teacher’s speech, but English 

Expression is look, listen, write, and everything, I take a lesson by using, so I think I want 

to keep trying to use [English] from now on too. My expressions might be mistaken, but I 

think there’s a meaning to using, so I want to not worry about failures and just challenge. 

(Kazu, LJ, 1/12/2011) 

Chances were there in the environment to be used, and when there was experience 

of them being used appropriately, realisations guided further intention towards 

revising action within the classroom. 

The refocusing of the action research to include more activities allowing 

students to think explicitly about their images of self fostered a change in 

consciousness of self and the connection between this recognition and action. I 

bring this section to a close with the words of Taku, who clearly expresses the 

iterative nature of these processes: 

At first my image was hazy. I hadn’t thought about that kind of myself [jibun] before. By 

coming to be conscious of that kind of thing, I was able to turn my eyes to the future. 

Even now the image is still hazy, and I don’t really know about the future. But now, there 

is a me who is doing his best to make an image. I can really feel that even just through 

that, it’s different from the me before. (Taku, LJ Reflection 2, 9/2/2012) 

 

8.5 Chapter summary 

In this chapter I have provided a detailed examination of the form in which a 

complex systems theory approach to analysis facilitated very rich understandings 

of aspects of the L2MSS co-adapting in a kind of motivational state space. Having 

introduced a model of this conceptualisation, I introduced three sets of nested 

motivational attractors. Environmental attractors connected to opportunities for 
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use, interaction and realisations meshed together with various self attractors. I 

wrote of my understanding of these attractors as linked through the control 

parameters of self-reflection and social comparison. These understandings were 

illustrated through a detailed analysis of the data from participants. I argue that the 

complex systems notion of a state space affords a more realistic vision of the 

interaction between self and environment in classroom language learning in 

encouraging recognition of the dynamism and co-forming nature of these 

processes rather than focusing on primarily self or environment as distinct 

elements. 

In the following chapter I revisit the data to look at change in the class 

group as a whole, drawing on the complex systems theory notions of phase-shifts, 

self-organisation and emergence. 
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Chapter Nine 

全・部 

The Whole in Parts: Class Group as Motivational System 

 

9.1 Phase-shifts, self-organisation and emergence of the language 

classroom 

Finally, I turn now to the ways in which a complex systems theory approach to 

analysis fostered an understanding of certain points in time at which the agents 

and environment of the classroom space co-adapted to form the motivational 

landscape of the class group as a whole. This chapter opens by exploring two 

phase-shifts where there appeared to be sudden alterations in the trajectory of 

motivation in the classroom system. I follow by looking at an example of the 

self-organisation of the system, a process through which without any particular 

direct instruction the class group organised itself into a system more conducive to 

fostering communication. The final section of the chapter explores an instance of 

novel emergence that was particularly noticeable during the last project in English 

Expression. 

 

9.2 Phase-shifts related to transitions 

The complex systems theory concept of a phase-shift facilitated my understandings 

of alterations in the motivational trajectory of the classroom system. As explained 

in Chapter 6, a phase-shift is a kind of transformation in which the system as a 

whole changes to a very different form or direction of action (Byrne, 1998). 
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However, in my view, it is not merely one final event or experience to which we can 

attribute causation for any sudden change, but the combination of interactions 

between the developing present and all that has gone before. 

Through examining the data from participants once again, a complex 

systems theory approach enabled me to see that there were certain points across 

the year at which students co-adapted to new classroom environments and new 

members, altering the motivational trajectory of the class group as a whole.  

 

9.2.1 The transition to new lessons as phase-shift 

At the start of the year, student writing clearly revealed how motivation was 

influenced by a difference in environments. From experience of their separate 

junior-high school English lessons, there was a transition for students to the new 

classroom space of English Expression. One of the primary changes was to a 

classroom in which a great deal more English was used than in their previous 

classroom experiences, leading students to worry about their ability to 

understand: 

Today was the first lesson, but almost all of it was in English, so I got a little worried as 

to whether I’ll be able to follow along in class. But through talking together with friends, 

there were parts that I was able to understand, so I hope I can catch more, little by little. 

I want to try to do English listening study so that I’m able to understand the teacher’s 

English. (Sayaka, LJ, 12/4/2011 – first EE lesson) 

 

It was the first lesson. It was fun. In contrast to lessons at junior-high school, the teacher 

spoke in English, so there were parts that I didn’t understand, but I want to gradually 

get used to English. At junior-high school, the teacher just read whatever text was in the 
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textbook, so this lesson was a breath of fresh air. I want to do my best to be able to listen 

to English. (Tomoe, LJ, 12/4/2011 – first EE lesson) 

As Tomoe articulates in the second extract, although students expressed unease at 

the transition to the first lesson of English Expression, their experience in the 

unfolding classroom space was also “a breath of fresh air” compared to past 

experience. From the initial PEEL exercise in which students wrote about their 

experiences of English lessons before entering the kosen, the majority of students 

(38 of the 41 students) wrote of negative experiences. Students attributed these 

negative experiences to three main factors: the teacher, a lack of comprehension, 

and the classroom environment. These elements came together to create lessons at 

junior-high school that for many students were “sleep-inducing” and “boring”. In 

response to the transition to the new EE lesson environment students invariably 

wrote of their experience as pleasurable, leading to class members making 

predictions of future enjoyment of this space: 

Today was the first EE lesson, so I was worried about what we would do, but in the end 

it was really interesting. Compared with junior-high school English lessons, there were 

lots more activities I could enjoy, and I felt like I’d be able to have fun using English and 

studying. It’s still really difficult to use English in a conversation, but I felt like I want to 

become little by little more able to use English. (Akito, LJ, 12/4/2011 – first EE lesson) 

 

Even though today was the first EE lesson, it was actually fun. I wasn’t able to like my 

junior-high school English lessons, but I think I’ll be able to like these kosen lessons. 

Because I’m actually feeling that I’m enjoying English. I guess that the content will get 

harder and harder, but I want not to forget this feeling of ‘it’s fun.’ You can use English in 

various situations like for interacting with people, so I want to study seriously so I can 

become able to use English. (Satoshi, LJ, 12/4/2011 – first EE lesson) 

The explicit exploration with class members of the relevance of English lessons to 
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their studies at the college they had just entered provided further impetus to the 

motivational trajectory of the class group: 

I was able to find out concretely in what ways English is used in jobs I might do in my 

future, and so I could know the meaning of studying English. (Eiji, LJ, 12/4/2011 – first 

EE lesson) 

 

I’d never thought about why I study English, so I was a bit perplexed when we had to 

write about that, but then I was shown how we can use English, and I thought I want to 

master it. (Seiya, LJ, 12/4/2011 – first EE lesson) 

Not only at the very beginning of the year but over the first few weeks of lessons, 

students remarked upon their adaptation to the “new” system and its way of doing 

things, including their testing of its boundaries: 

I understood well the style of EE lessons. From before, I wasn’t so good at doing 

conversation in English, so I was worried whether I’d be able to do it, but it went well, so 

I was very happy. And there were many new words that came up, so I thought that I 

want to study them seriously. The teacher got angry, but I think everyone will get more 

and more into these lessons. It’s only the second lesson, but already I feel like I’ve been 

made to think deeply a lot. (Seiya, LJ, 19/4/2011 – second EE lesson) 

 

Today we were scolded because we were being too noisy by the teacher. It reminded me 

that already two weeks have passed since the entrance ceremony, and I’d gotten a bit 

lazy. I’ll try not to let this happen again. I want to change the class back to a good 

atmosphere again. (Haruki, LJ, 19/4/2011 – second EE lesson) 

Transitional adaptation to the new lesson environment is evident in these two 

extracts in the form of positive and negative feedback. In the first extract, Seiya 

draws on past perception of ability, writing that “from before, I wasn’t so good at 

doing conversation in English” to predict the outcome of action in the current 

system: “so I was worried as to whether I’d be able to do it”. However, his attempts 

at action in the current system met with success, positively reinforcing that this 



Chapter Nine – Class Group as Motivational System                     全・部 

 

 265 

kind of action would be appropriate in this system. The outcome was also contrary 

to the expectation of failure in that “it went well”, providing negative feedback to 

such a prediction of the future, and a resultant feeling of pleasure: “I was very 

happy”. Whilst also mentioned briefly in the first extract, Haruki more directly 

addresses another way in which there was vital co-adaptation ongoing from the 

first lesson. He attests to the class members testing the boundaries of appropriate 

action by “being too noisy” to which there was a negative feedback in the form of 

being “scolded...by the teacher”. However, Haruki does not interpret this as 

primarily a deterrent to action, but asserts his hope to continue in the 

co-formation of a more positive classroom environment: “I want to change the 

class back to a good atmosphere again.” 

The class group learned from this experience of negative feedback about 

appropriate forms of behaviour and the system settled into a region of its 

state-space that was relatively stable. However, change is a vital element of 

complex systems (Larsen-Freeman & Cameron, 2008a). Indeed, Morrison (2006) 

argues complex systems that are stable will “die or move towards entropy – 

systems need disequilibrium in order to survive” (p. 2 – emphasis in original). 

There was still constant change in the interactions between members and their 

testing of boundaries. The class group reached another critical point in the second 

semester: 

Today we were scolded by the teacher. It’s the second time. Despite being scolded once 

in the first semester, it happened again. I felt the poorness of my study ability. But I will 

take the lesson seriously from next time. Because I want to study English. (Haruki, LJ, 

6/10/2011 – Semester 2, third EE lesson) 
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Today [we] were cautioned by the teacher that there was too much talking off topic. 

Actually, I think that this lesson is a good chance to actually be able to use English, but I 

also think that with every lesson there’s more talk off topic. That’s me just being lazy, 

but also me not having enough motivation for English, I thought. I want to, by myself, 

realize again that these many chances to use English are very important, and 

concentrate on raising my motivation for the next lesson. (Koji, LJ, 6/10/2011 – 

Semester 2, third EE lesson) 

In the first extract, Haruki shows awareness of this as a particular phase-shift in 

the trajectory of the system when he writes “...we were scolded by the teacher. It’s 

the second time”. However, he connects this with a reaffirmation of his intended 

action: “I will take the lesson seriously from next time. Because I want to study 

English.” On the other hand, in the second extract Koji notes the gradual change to 

the current tipping point: “...I also think that with every lesson there’s more talk off 

topic”, before again writing of retraining his motivational trajectory: “I want to, by 

myself, realize again that these many chances to use English are very important, 

and concentrate on raising my motivation for the next lesson.” 

 

9.2.2 The transition to new groups as phase-shift 

Further, concurrent motivational phase-shifts occurred on a different time scale 

when students changed to new groups in the English Expression lessons. As part of 

the curriculum that we were using, students were arranged into different groups of 

four members at four points across the year. Although students did not work 

exclusively in these groups, they conducted discussions and collaborative projects 

important to their “work” at the imaginary international company in these groups. 

The writing of students at these points of change again reveals their co-adaptation 
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as they worked with the other members to co-create the new group environment: 

Today we changed seats, and sat in new groups with people who we’d never even talked 

with before, and we had to try to have a conversation in English, even though it’d be 

kind of awkward having a conversation in this kind of situation even in Japanese, but it 

was a good chance to get to know other people. I guess we’ll work together in these 

teams from now on, so I want to make an atmosphere where we speak English together. 

(Teru, LJ, 26/4/2011) 

 

In this lesson we worked together in a new group, teaching each other as we went. I 

tried to start conversation, so that things went smoothly. We could all say our opinions 

well, so it’s a really good group and I think we will make good lessons. I want to keep it 

like this. (Nao, LJ, 29/9/2011) 

The transition to a new group was an emotional experience as students drew on 

their transportable identities and re-negotiated membership and group form. I 

write of one such transition in my RJ (emphasis added): 

Students seemed really unsettled today. Perhaps it was that they got into new seating 

arrangements from the start of the lesson? Anyway, there was a lot of excess chat that 

took a number of tries by me each time I wanted to get students’ attention for them to 

actually be quiet. This said, some groups seemed to be really happy with their new 

arrangements – Ken, Fumihiko, Taichi and Ryu – the soccer boys – worked really well 

together, even using English – a far cry from the silence that Ken and Ryu showed in 

their previous groups. (RJ, 8/12/2011) 

The emotional aspect of these transitions to new groups is also evident in students’ 

writing (emphasis added): 

Today we changed seats, and introduced ourselves and other students to each other. I 

was nervous talking to someone I’d never talked to before, but I feel like I could convey 

my ideas. (Ryu, LJ, 14/6/2011) 

 

The group changed, and they’re all people that I haven’t really talked with so I’m a little 

uneasy, but I want to try from myself. (Nao, LJ, 15/12/2011) 
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When I tried discussing in the new group, I thought that compared to the last group 

everyone in this group can say their opinions. At the time of the self-introductions [they] 

translated into English quickly, so I thought it was amazing. Today I couldn’t take part 

so much in the discussion, so I want to become able to say my opinion next time. 

(Sayaka, LJ, 8/12/2011) 

As my own writing in the RJ and the final extract above indicate, members made 

comparisons with their previous experience of groups. These comparisons 

sometimes reinforced expectations, whilst at other times they revealed new 

possibilities for action in the new group, as with Sayaka noting that “compared to 

the last group everyone in this group can say their opinions” and “translated into 

English quickly” which was “amazing”. The transition to a new working 

arrangement offered the chance for a “new start” each time: 

I’m in a new team now, so I want to make a good start with this new team, so that we 

can have good lessons together. (Masa, LJ, 14/6/2011) 

  

It was good because study in a new team started, and different opinions to the group 

from before came out, so I could take the lesson with a fresh feeling. (Eiji, LJ, 

29/9/2011) 

 

From today there were new groups. In comparison to the last group, I think there will be 

something fun in this group, so I’m looking forward to it. It seems like some good idea, 

one different from mine, might come out. (Daiki, LJ, 8/12/2011) 

However, as the members interacted to negotiate the new group form, there were 

also times when students expressed apprehension about their experience of the 

new group and worries as to whether the group could function effectively: 

I got into a new group, but I feel like we are all over the place. There’s no way we’ll be 

able to do a presentation together if we continue like this, so I think we need to come 

together more as a group. (Seiya, LJ, 29/9/2011) 

The transition for Seiya is clear: “I got into a new group”. This transition required 
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co-adaptation between four new members. However, the co-adaptation did not 

proceed smoothly, as he writes they were “all over the place” in their interactions. 

He draws on his own past experience and understanding of the function of groups 

in this environment to state that “There’s no way we’ll be able to do a presentation 

together if we continue like this”, before hoping for smoother co-adaptation of the 

group in the future. 

Interviews with four Japanese participants regarding their language 

learning motivation led Pigott (2012a) to argue that possibly “an event-specific 

category such as the high school-university transition is a more useful conceptual 

dimension of L2 motivation in certain contexts than a more traditional category 

such as the ideal L2 self” (p. 42). However, whilst the current study also found 

moves to the new lesson style and into new groups to play an important role in 

motivation, transitions are intricately linked with self-concept (such as the ideal L2 

self). From the field of Identity Psychology, Oyserman and James (2011) summarise 

a range of research on the links between life changes and possible 

selves/identities: 

Transitions are often accompanied by changes in the accessibility of, commitment to, 

and beliefs about the likelihood of attaining a particular possible identity. These changes 

may occur slowly as new challenges unfold developmentally, or they can occur relatively 

quickly as new challenges present themselves due to unforseen circumstances. (p. 125) 

Transitions to new educational settings offer up challenges to the self-esteem of 

language learners as they re-adjust to the possibility of new ways of study 

(Malcolm, 2013) and re-assess their self-concept in the domain of language 

learning (Mercer, 2011b). 
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In revisiting the data I came to see transitions as a kind of particular 

sensitive period in which, in the environment of education, radical phase-shifts in 

the motivational trajectory of not only individuals but also a class system may be 

possible. I discussed in Chapter 4 how I interpreted the writing by students of their 

perceptions of past experience of classroom English learning as being very 

negative (section 4.3.4). As students encountered the new lesson style or moved to 

make up a different group these transitions opened up further possibilities and 

challenges, in which they could reframe new, possible classroom selves based on 

their understandings of the developing environments. The analysis reveals that 

these environments of transition were co-formed by interactions between 

members of the class group. 

 

9.3 Self-organisation: Fostering communication 

While the concept of a phase-shift describes a transformation of the system as a 

whole as it reaches a “tipping point” (Gladwell, 2000), a complex systems theory 

perspective encourages understandings that there is also constant, gradual change 

in systems. As introduced in Chapter 6, one form of change involves 

self-organisation, through which systems “develop or change internal structure 

spontaneously and adaptively in order to cope with or manipulate their 

environment” (Cilliers, 1998, p. 90). A complex systems theory approach to 

analysis brought to my attention a key quality of such self-organisation, that of 

functionality (De Wolf & Holvoet, 2005), as the class group spontaneously arranged 

itself to become more capable in response to the environment. 



Chapter Nine – Class Group as Motivational System                     全・部 

 

 271 

The English Expression lessons required communication for the 

development of new, imaginary technological products in the setting of the 

international company at which students were “working”. Without any direct 

instruction on my part, there were a number of ways in which students motivated 

themselves towards making the classroom spaces – the environment – more 

communication-friendly. To begin, students at times wrote about their actions as 

explicitly focusing on allowing the understanding of the other person in 

communicative situations in certain activities: 

I wasn’t able to say what I wanted with good English sentences, but through using 

gestures, and non-grammatical phrases like ‘it’s safe’ ‘it’s not originalty’ [English in 

original] to explain, it seemed like my ideas were conveyed, and the other student 

answered with similarly hesitant English. Not grammar, but communicating with others 

using English. I learnt that this is the real ‘EE’. (Akira, LJ, 8/6/2011)  

 

I think the interview went well. I consciously did things like looking in the direction of 

the other person, or showing them the sheet when necessary. Both of us aren’t good at 

English, and there are times when it’s really hard to understand, but amidst that, when 

what I wanted to say got across or I could understand I was so happy, I got the feeling of 

wanting to try harder. Of course I want to work hard on things like pronunciation, but I 

really want to take care of this feeling of ‘trying to convey’ (Nao, LJ, 24/11/2011) 

This self-reflection on actions taken to foster communication with others 

continued right up until the final session: 

Not just for the [television commercial] showing this time, I thought that in 

presentations it’s important that things get across properly to the person watching, so 

we put in kind of elaborations to the video so that it would get across. Of course looking 

at the camera, and to make the action easy to understand, were tried using extra props, 

and were able to make a video that was easy to understand even just by watching 

without words. As for the English expressions, we tried as much as possible to not use 
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difficult phrases, but to use the expressions we had learnt [in lessons]. (Kazu, LJ, 

2/2/2011) 

In tandem with these endeavours, students also wrote of their interactions with 

other students, and realisations through social comparison during these 

encounters about actions that would foster a more communication-friendly space: 

As we were doing the presentation, we thought about how we could make the English 

easier to understand for listeners, so we made our English better. Even when we 

listened to other presentations, there were lots of things I could learn from other 

students. My own communication ability went up a level, I think. (Ryu, LJ, 19/7/2011) 

Ryu writes of his attempts at fostering communication “for others” in the real-time 

flow of actually doing a presentation: “we could make the English easier to 

understand for listeners, so we made our English better.” He then discusses the 

way in which he could learn from other students through listening to their 

presentations. His choice of the word “communication” in the final sentence, rather 

than “English”, is indicative of the way in which interactions and social 

comparisons with others fostered a focus on developing communication in the 

classroom system. 

Through activity and interaction, students reflected on their actions and 

hopes for a revised vision of a classroom self being understood in communicative 

situations:  

I think it’s important to say clearly your opinion in a loud voice. And it’s also important 

to look at the other person’s face, and listen carefully to their opinion. This time, I think I 

did the listening part ok, but by looking at the other person’s face, I could tell that my 

voice was a little quiet. Next lesson I want to be conscious of whether my message is 

actually being conveyed to the other person. (Nao, LJ, 10/5/2011) 

Nao shows a great deal of reflection on her actions from a communicative 
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standpoint. She firstly breaks the task into two elements that she perceives as 

important: “say clearly your opinion in a loud voice” and “look at the other 

person’s face, and listen carefully to their opinion.” Through reflection, she gives 

herself a passing grade for the listening side of the activity, but perceives negative 

feedback about language production: “by looking at the other person’s face, I could 

tell that my voice was a little quiet.” She finally writes of a hope for a revising self 

in the classroom in the next lesson as someone “conscious of whether my message 

is actually being conveyed to the other person.” 

Students at times devoted an entire entry in their LJ to a revising 

classroom self acting so that others would understand them: 

There’s no point if [people] don’t understand what I’m saying, so I want to read so that 

it’s easy to catch. And, when I’m reading if I think it’s difficult to understand changing, 

and making it so that the time matches well, I want to adapt myself to the requirements 

of the moment. (Sayaka, LJ, 24/1/2012) 

Writing about the following lesson, the above extract evinces prediction of 

co-adaptation. Sayaka describes her classroom self in the next lesson as being able 

to “adapt myself to the requirements of the moment” in reaction to her prediction 

of a situation in which communication may be hindered: “when I’m reading if I 

think it’s difficult to understand changing, and making it so that the time matches 

well”. As the following extract illustrates, the co-forming nature of the classroom 

system was explicitly addressed in the writing of some students: 

Today was mostly group-work, and we could work together well in our group. I used a 

little Japanese, but even so, I’m definitely using a lot more English than before. I want to 

keep working like this, making an atmosphere in which we can use English together to 

work towards our presentation. (Taku, LJ, 21/6/2011) 
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Taku articulates the experience of being able to “work together well in our group” 

as connected to “making an atmosphere in which we can use English together”. He 

wants to “keep working like this”. His writing hints that if there were not this 

group-created atmosphere he would not be “using a lot more English than before.” 

The writing of another student at the end of the first semester illustrates how 

opportunities for communication in English were supported by others, and this 

student’s hope to continue in the co-creation of such an environment: 

When I was studying English, there were words the meaning of which I didn’t know, or 

couldn’t read, but by teaching each other [with other students] I could understand, and 

so I enjoyed studying English. And by understanding, I got more confidence because I 

could do it, and so this teaching together really gave me more motivation. So English 

Expression lessons and HRs, along with helping me to feel the fun of studying English, 

have also taught me the importance of cooperating together with other students. 

Through teaching each other and discussing together, I’ve been able to enjoy studying 

English. So from now on as well, in the same way as up until now, I want to make 

motivation to study English together with classmates. (Hiro, LJ Reflection 1, 5/10/2011) 

At first Hiro experienced challenges to his capacity to communicate functionally in 

the classroom because “there were words the meaning of which I didn’t know, or 

couldn’t read”. However, through “teaching each other” he becomes able to 

understand, and notes this as a key to his being “able to enjoy studying English.” 

He finally notes how he understands the co-created nature of motivation from this 

experience: “I want to make motivation to study English together with classmates.” 

Another point of particular interest from Hiro’s writing is that he includes not only 

his experiences in EE lessons but also homeroom periods as assisting him to “feel 

the fun of studying English” and the importance of “cooperating together with 

other students.” Such a comment evinces once again, as discussed in Chapter 7, the 
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open and blended nature of classroom spaces. The English Expression lessons 

were not happening in a vacuum. 

Using complex systems theory to critique traditional conceptions of 

language learner motivation, Pigott (2012a) contends that through his study he 

came to understand that: 

Heterogeneities such as personality and ability may underlie motivation, but they do not 

seem to be at the forefront of the lived reality of motivation among these learners. 

Instead, motivation appears, at least to an extent, to be a function of context. (pp. 42-43) 

In the context of the class group in the current study, the system gradually 

self-organised over the year to become a more communication-friendly space. The 

growth in student reflection on fostering communication is clearly shown in Figure 

22, which plots the number of references by different students against the dates of 

English Expression lessons across the year of the study. Despite a dip in September 

2011 (possibly due to the EE lesson involving predominantly the viewing of a 

video – see section 5.2.1), the number of references made by different students to 

actions that they were taking, actions that they saw others taking, or actions that 

they considered taking related to fostering communication shows a steady rise 

over time. 
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Figure 22: Graph showing increase in number of student references to fostering 

communication in the EE classroom. 

 

One property of a complex system is its decentralised control (Davis & 

Sumara, 2006). The tasks that students were presented with and discovered for 

themselves in the classroom spaces allowed them the opportunity to reflect on 

strategies that might facilitate smoother communication. However, the processes 

of self-reflection and social comparison by the members of the class group were, 

naturally, unscripted. The classroom system encouraged functional adaptation 

towards a more communication-friendly space. The members within the class 
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group wrote of revising their actions to operate more effectively within this space 

through co-adaptation with the environment and the other members in the 

classroom. As students’ levels of interaction increased, so too, realisations about 

fostering communication spread. There was not one, driving agent for this change 

– the system self-organised. 

 

9.4 Emergence: Novel behaviour at the class group level 

Finally, I would like to look at an example of emergence at the class group level. De 

Wolf and Holvoet (2005) write that complex systems exhibit emergence when 

“…there are coherent emergents at the macro-level that dynamically arise from the 

interactions between the parts at the micro-level. Such emergents are novel w.r.t. 

[with respect to] the individual parts of the system” (p. 3). In such a 

conceptualisation, the emergent behaviour of the system at the macro-level (the 

whole class level) is not readily reducible to the agents that make up the system at 

the micro-level (the students and teacher in the classroom system) (Cilliers, 1998). 

That is, the macro-level, collective behaviour is novel. 

Although every class group exhibits collective behaviour in different 

forms, I contend that the writing by participants about the final lesson of EE 

revealed very clearly the kind of novelty at a whole class group level that De Wolf 

and Holvoet (2005) argue is representative of emergence. For the final project in 

EE, student groups worked towards preparing, recording and finally showing a 

video advertising a new product that they and other students had developed over 

the year. In the following section I use participant extracts to trace the contours of 
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the emergence evident in this final EE lesson. 

 

9.4.1 Emergence of the final English Expression lesson 

My own words recorded in the RJ directly after the lesson express my delight at the 

novel emergence at the whole class level: 

That was great. With a capital G. I said to the students at the end of the lesson that I 

laughed so much my bones hurt. It was just a fantastic atmosphere, and I really felt like 

all the students were so INTERESTED in what every other student had made. There 

were various technical hitches, like controlling the volume, and not being able to get the 

video up on the big screen, but it all came together. And the students were laughing 

together too. No AT involved. I don’t really know what else to add. (RJ, 2/2/2011 – 

emphasis in original) 

My observation must surely be one shared by numerous teachers: at some time, for 

some reasons, with some class, things just work, enabling “a fantastic atmosphere”, 

and despite challenges “it all came together”. My writing reveals one of the 

dimensions of this emergence as being a sense of enjoyment: “I laughed so much”, 

with the students also “laughing together”. The following student extract reveals 

similar enthusiasm: 

Today we watched all the recorded videos by everyone. It was so, so much fun. 

Everyone had a proper story, and expressed themselves with facial expressions and 

movements as well, so they all did it really well. I haven’t had chances to do something 

like this, so I’m really happy that I could experience it. I thought, it’d be good if English 

study was conducted like this - everyone having fun while they are studying. (Koji, LJ, 

2/2/2012) 

Murphey, Falout, Fukuda, and Fukuda (2012) discuss one aspect of group 

dynamics in the language classroom as involving the idea of “emotional contagion”, 

whereby cognitions and emotions are linked between group members (p. 225). In 



Chapter Nine – Class Group as Motivational System                     全・部 

 

 279 

parallel with my writing in the RJ, Koji’s extract reveals the kind of emotional 

synchrony that was evident in the writing of many of the students about this final 

EE lesson. There was a shared sense of enjoyment as one aspect of the emergence, 

as Koji’s writing intimates: “It was so, so much fun”; “I thought, it’d be good if 

English study was conducted like this – everyone having fun while they are 

studying” (emphasis added). 

Koji’s writing moreover shows another dimension to the emergence – 

that of the sense of quality of the infomercials: “Everyone had a proper story, and 

expressed themselves with facial expressions and movements as well, so they all 

did it really well.” The writing of another student, Masa, also hints at the 

connection between the emotional experiencing of watching the infomercials and 

the perception of quality: “All the videos were done to a really high level, so I was 

amazed.” The following student also remarks on a sense of “fun”, but revealed in 

the excerpt also is transportation into the flow of the lesson: 

All of the products of the teams, I could watch being interested and having fun. As I was 

watching, there were some products I began to want to buy, so those parts I thought 

again were amazing. (Tomoe, LJ, 2/2/2012) 

The products were all imaginary ideas that students had initially proposed earlier 

in the year as a solution to their individual everyday problems. Students then 

worked with various products over the year. Despite on a conscious level knowing 

that the products in the infomercials were all imaginary, Tomoe describes her 

feeling of wanting to buy the products. Implicit in her reflection is her perception 

of the quality of the infomercials, in that she felt a sense of transportation such that 

when she “was watching, there were some products I began to want to buy.” Her 
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mention of emotion is linked to this quality: “so those parts I thought again were 

amazing.” 

An extract from another student, Mikihiro, more directly addresses both 

of these dimensions: 

Today I did [watched] the product presentations of other teams. On top of the quality of 

all the groups being really high, they were funny and I couldn’t watch without laughing. 

Today was something special befitting the very last presentation for the year’s English 

Expression. (Mikihiro, LJ, 2/2/2012 – emphasis added) 

Mikihiro furthermore describes the whole class emergence when he defines the 

lesson “today” as “something special” which was “befitting the very last 

presentation for the year’s English Expression”, remarking on the final session as 

contributing to a kind of closure. There is another important idea in this last 

statement: The final session did not occur divorced from everything else. The 

“special”, novel atmosphere that developed in the final lesson was “befitting” 

because of all of the experiences during the year. 

 

9.4.2 Tracing the context of this emergence 

As a member of the class group that had experienced this final lesson, I was 

intrigued to investigate what the data suggested may have played a role in 

motivation fostering this novel emergence. The writing of De Wolf and Holvoet 

(2005) offers a valuable hint: These researchers argue that the collective behaviour 

of emergence is “implicitly contained in the behaviour of the parts if they are 

studied in the context in which they are found” (p. 4 - emphasis added). Although 

under complexity understandings emergent behaviour at the macro level cannot 
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be simply traced back in a linear fashion to agents making up the system at the 

micro level, the behaviour of these agents in context can provide clues as to what 

fosters the macro-level behaviour. In the complex classroom system, this claim 

hints at the utility of looking at the interactions (forms of behaviour) that 

participants noted in the build up (the context) to the final lesson. 

It is impossible to trace or understand all of the influences that led up to 

this final space (and indeed, if we could, it would not be emergent). However, the 

reflections of students and observations from my RJ offer insights into some of the 

wide variety of factors that came together. Firstly, students interacted with the set 

task, and for many the assignment was perceived as being challenging:  

We continued to decide the content of the advertisement. It was difficult to think of an 

advertisement that would get others’ interest, but I want to do my best next time too. 

(Rui, LJ, 12/1/2012 – emphasis added) 

However, there was a sense of achievement as the project came together: 

We finished the script!! Someday when we have time I want to film it all together. We’ll 

produce it well!! (Yusuke, LJ, 24/1/2012) 

Many students reflected on both of these aspects in their LJ entries concerning the 

final EE lesson: 

Thinking of the English text by ourselves, understanding it, remembering it in Japanese 

and then in English, having various accidents, and adjusting the camera was all really 

hard, but this is the first time I was able to speak English for such a length, so it was 

really good. (Tetsuo, LJ, 2/2/2012) 

 

At first it was difficult to speak English continually correctly and so that it would be easy 

to catch, and on top of that as it was in front of a camera I got all strangely nervous, so at 

first it didn’t go well. But up until now I hadn’t done this kind of thing, so it felt pretty 

fresh, and so I gradually became able to enjoy it, and as I got used to it, it progressed 
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more smoothly. I was able to use this much English, so it became a good experience. 

(Ken, LJ, 2/2/2012) 

 

Until now I’ve done usual things like reading and writing English, but making something 

this time was the first time I’ve put my feeling into reading. Making my pronunciation 

suddenly bigger or smaller I felt the difficulty and the wonderfulness of English again. I 

wasn’t able to remember it, but the level of finishing is quite high, I feel. (Fumihiko, LJ, 

2/2/2012) 

In the first two extracts Tetsuo and Ken mention challenging elements, how 

different aspects of the assignment were “all really hard” and that “it was difficult 

to speak English continually correctly and so that it would be easy to catch”. 

However, despite the difficulty there was also a sense of achievement in 

overcoming challenges and succeeding in the use of English. As Tetsuo notes: “this 

is the first time I was able to speak English for such a length”, with Ken defining the 

experience by this success: “I was able to use this much English, so it became a 

good experience.” As evident in the final extract, through these processes of 

interacting with the task parameters, students may have been able to feel “the 

difficulty and the wonderfulness of English again.” 

Secondly, in many senses each group of four students contained much 

redundancy, in essence “having multiple copies of the same part” (Page, 2011, p. 

228) in the form of the group members who shared many similar qualities and a 

shared purpose in the activity of making the infomercial. Amongst the members, 

though, there were different functions that each group member could perform. 

Students interacted with the task requirements, drawing on their personal 
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experience, past learning and abilities to find their own role, as the following 

extracts from two different students from the same group evince: 

For the filming, firstly it was difficult to find somewhere to record it. In the 5 scenes, 

there were many re-takes, so it took a long time to record. Seiya did the editing, and I 

didn’t do anything, but it looked really hard, so I’m really grateful. (Masa, LJ, 2/2/2012) 

 

It was really hard to make the video. When I tried recording, things like my 

pronunciation was off, or my speech was jerky, so I felt that I’m not communicating in 

English. In the infomercial I don’t appear much, and I don’t say very much, so at first I 

felt really apologetic to my team members, but I was happy that I could be useful in 

editing the video. (Seiya, LJ, 2/2/2012) 

Seiya writes that “at first I felt really apologetic to my team members” because he 

did not perceive himself as making enough of a contribution in the actual filming. 

However, he does finally feel “happy that I could be useful in editing the video.” His 

activities suggest how, despite the redundancy of the members as appearing the 

same, through the different function that he could perform - the editing - the group 

became more robust and was able to achieve its purpose. His vital role in 

maintaining the robustness of the small group is acknowledged by Masa when he 

writes “Seiya did the editing, and I didn’t do anything, but it looked really hard, so 

I’m really grateful.” Masa recognises his own limitations in not being capable of 

doing the editing which “looked really hard”, and as a result is thankful for Seiya’s 

contribution. The group was able to compensate for inadequacies of individual 

members by focusing on certain functions that each was more capable of 

performing towards completing the task, based on each member’s abilities. 

Thirdly, whilst in some cases group members moved into such roles 

relatively naturally, there was also negotiation during interactions between 
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members in the form of support and cooperation in working towards the final 

showing of their group infomercials: 

Today we thought about a commercial for our own team’s product, and wrote it in 

English sentences. At the start, because we had to write everything in English I had 

anxiety, but through thinking together with the people in the group, my anxiety 

disappeared. And it gradually got more fun, so my motivation towards studying English 

went up too. (Makoto, LJ, 22/12/2011) 

 

We couldn’t finish the story. But with everyone in our group we did things like using 

dictionaries so we could make about 1/3. We threw around various ideas to do with 

recording it on a cell-phone and discussed so that we can make an interesting product 

[video]. Lots of great ideas come from everyone, so I’m looking forward to completing 

the story. (Tomoe, LJ, 12/1/2012) 

In the first extract Makoto articulates how initially he was worried, faced with the 

group task of “writ[ing] everything in English”. As the lesson continued though, he 

realised that this was not a role that he had to take on all by himself. Through 

cooperating with his group members he could make progress, enjoy the activity, 

and gain motivation. The second student, Tomoe, seems to place an admission that 

her group couldn’t make as much progress as she might have hoped for right at the 

start of her LJ entry: “We couldn’t finish the story.” However, after writing about 

the cooperation in the group, she ends the entry with: “Lots of great ideas come 

from everyone, so I’m looking forward to completing the story” (emphasis added). 

Her use of the verb form ‘”come” rather than the past tense “came” suggests that 

her anticipation of the continuation of such cooperation fosters her motivation 

towards finishing the task in the following lesson. As intimated in these extracts, 
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the cooperation of members worked to address individual concerns and worries 

about the challenging nature of the task: 

At first when we made the film I was really nervous, but as we were doing it, it was fun, 

and my nervousness dissolved. Also, it was really difficult to move whilst speaking 

English so I failed any number of times, but there was assistance from everyone in the 

team, and we could safely [buji ni] finish making the film. Through cooperating together 

with friends and supporting each other to make the video, I feel like my relationships 

with friends got deeper. (Hiro, LJ, 2/2/2012) 

Lastly, interactions between participants in seeing the endeavours of others 

preparing for the final showing of the infomercial fostered a sharing of experience. 

Despite the project being intended (and graded) as a group project, Kousuke’s 

reflection below suggests the way in which groups received assistance from 

members outside of their group: 

I recorded not in the classroom but in the hallway. Because I couldn’t remember all of 

the lines, it was really difficult to say them smoothly. But it was fun because, for example, 

people from other teams gave us help with applause sounds for the recording. (Kousuke, 

LJ, 24/1/2012) 

Other students noted observation of peers engaged in similar processes as well: 

It was really hard to record the video, but it was also really fun. It was also really fun to 

watch people from other groups recording. (Daiki, LJ, 2/2/2012) 

 

I saw both my own team, and here and there other teams, seriously engaged in 

preparing for today. And all that’s left is how that comes together in video. But whatever 

the result, I’m really happy that I could try my best, could cooperate for today’s 4 

minutes. (Eiji, LJ, 2/2/2012) 

 

Thinking about the whole process of recording the video, it was really fun. … I got 

helped a lot because a friend did all the editing of the video. I did things like staying 

behind [after school] to be even somewhat useful to my group. (Akito, LJ, 2/2/2012) 
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Daiki directly addresses the enjoyment he experienced through participating in 

watching other groups of students preparing for their infomercials. The extract 

from Eiji adds further detail to the way in which these interactions with other 

student groups were perceived: “I saw both my own team, and here and there 

other teams, seriously engaged in preparing.” Through seeing other students 

preparing, Eiji recognises the efforts to which they went, spurring an interest in 

viewing the infomercials to see “how that comes together in video.” Although in 

the final extract Akito does not directly discuss “seeing others,” an entry recorded 

in my RJ adds context to his mention of “staying behind”. During the period when 

students were preparing the infomercials, on one occasion I happened to go to the 

homeroom classroom at around seven o’clock at night: 

When I opened the door, I saw some students recording infomercials for my lessons. 

There were many other students around as well, and they all looked to be having a great 

time - fouling up bits led to a lot of laughter (from me too, in the short time I was able to 

take in this scene)... (RJ, 31/1/2012) 

Such interactions between the members of the class group, myself included, in 

seeing the actions of others preparing the infomercials – even staying behind at the 

college for a number of hours after classes had finished for the day – may have 

further fostered the shared senses of enjoyment and quality evident in the 

emergent atmosphere of the final EE lesson. 

The majority of reflections by participants concerning the infomercial 

project were overwhelmingly positive. However, I would not do justice to the 

complex makeup of the classroom system if I did not include a further extract that 
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also suggests the diversity of experience leading up to the final session, this time 

from a student who did not enjoy the process: 

I really honestly thought that I really couldn’t be bothered filming. But actually trying to 

do it, it was a little fun, so that was good. I hope it’s done well. But I thought I don’t want 

to do this anymore. (Kanata, LJ, 2/2/2012) 

For many students it appears that a variety of experiences in the preparation 

leading up to the final session may have fostered the eventual novel emergence of 

the classroom atmosphere on that day. However, Kanata’s writing just before the 

infomercials were screened reveals his detachment from the whole process when 

he notes “I hope it’s done well”, suggesting that he had not actually watched the 

finished product of his own group. His experience of the preparation, in that he 

“really couldn’t be bothered filming” ends with his realisation that “I don’t want to 

do this anymore.” 

Davis and Sumara (2005, p. 316) argue for four properties related to 

emergence in educational social collectives: diversity, redundancy, neighbour 

interactions and distributed control. Whilst I did not explicitly set out to create 

conditions that might encourage emergence, I contend that in the analysis there 

are aspects of each of these properties in the build-up to the final showing of the 

infomercials. The roles that students played within their groups and through 

cooperating together reveal diversity in finding adequate solutions to challenges in 

the task at hand. However, the cooperation would not have been possible if there 

was not also redundancy allowing the members to maintain interactions. The ways 

in which students write about observation of their peers hints at exchange of ideas 

as neighbours interacted, teams helped other teams, and were able to share a 
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similar purpose. Finally, the challenges, difficulties, and ultimate sense of 

achievement relate to the distributed control of the task. Although I, as the teacher, 

set the outcome (an infomercial) and certain details (in English, 4 minutes in 

length), the processes that students undertook in this shared project were various, 

and were further influenced by their observations of, and interactions with others. 

These complex properties, and undoubtedly more besides, interacted to foster 

novel emergence in the last session of the English Expression lessons. 

 

9.5 Chapter summary 

In this chapter I explored three ways in which a complex systems theory approach 

to analysis fostered awareness of change in the class system as a whole. I firstly 

recognised transitions from previous schooling and into new groups as 

phase-shifts in which the motivational trajectory of the class group altered 

direction. I next examined self-organisation in which the classroom system 

spontaneously adapted functionally to become a more communication-friendly 

space. I finally drew on the writing of students to explore factors that may have 

contributed to the development of a particularly clear instance of emergence in the 

last English Expression lesson. 

The final chapter explores some of the possibilities for teachers and 

researchers that this study might encourage. 



Chapter Ten – Possibilities                                         生態系 

 

 289 

Chapter Ten 

生態系 

A Landscape of Possibilities for Teachers and Researchers 

 

10.1 Introduction 

Although the previous chapters have also included discussion of the analysis in 

reference to the existing literature, this final chapter aims to draw together the 

research from the previous chapters and a discussion of the theoretical, 

pedagogical and methodological implications of the study. 

I began this study with mixed perceptions of the motivation of students I 

had taught in Japan. In fact, my experiences with other kosen students led me to 

anticipate disengagement from English learning on the part of the adolescent 

students involved in the present study (Chapter 1). Furthermore, an 

overwhelmingly negative picture of the language learning motivation of Japanese 

students emerged from the research literature (Chapter 2), prompting me to 

explore the motivation of my kosen students in more depth. I implemented a study 

that introduced change-action across five cycles of action research into one class of 

first-grade kosen students (Chapter 3). To recall, the study aimed: 

1. To gain a clearer picture of the ways in which self-concept affects language learner 

motivation. 

2. To explore the ways in which teacher-instigated change-action might affect students’ 

motivation. 

3. To generate a more complex, holistic understanding of dynamic motivation in the 

class group. 
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In order to address these aims, the study focused on participants’ perceptions and 

experiences in the regular English Expression lessons that these students had with 

me, as well as during homeroom periods in which activities assisting students to 

consider their possible selves and the role of EFL study were conducted. I collected 

data via predominantly qualitative tools consisting of: 

- Researcher journal 

- Best-- Possible English Self (BPES) activity worksheet 

- Past Experience of English Lessons (PEEL) activity worksheet 

- Learning journal (total of 4 collection points) 

- Summer holidays English Skill Building activity worksheet 

- Semester 1 Learning Journal self-reflection activity worksheet 

- English Expression lesson Goal-review and Action-Planning worksheet 

- Possible-Self Tree activity worksheet 

- Expectations activity worksheet 

- Semester 2 Reflection activity worksheet. 

The data were analysed at four points during the course of the year of study, and 

change-action was reintroduced into the classroom based on my understandings of 

the analysis at those points (Chapters 4 and 5). However, at the completion of the 

year of data collection I was not satisfied that the analysis as it stood allowed the 

kind of deeper, holistic understandings of the development of motivation in my 

class group for which I had been aiming. Furthermore, a growing appreciation of 

the potential of conceptual comparisons with the properties of complex systems to 

inform my understanding of motivation in the class group encouraged me to revisit 

the data set as a whole (Chapter 6). Based on this revisiting of the data, I developed 

a representation of motivation in this class group as co-adaptive and emergent 

through interactions between class members and their perceptions of experiences 
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(Chapters 7 through 9). 

In this final chapter I consider possibilities rather than conclusions 

because I envisage that an outcome of this research is the development of new 

emergent possibilities rather than a static, fixed end point. I recognise that my 

interpretations and understandings are part of human knowing that is ever 

pushing into the “adjacent possible” through ceaseless novelty (Kauffman, 2008). 

As Kauffman argues, however, “salients are almost certainly created in specific 

‘directions’ in the space of possibilities, which in turn govern where the system can 

flow next into its new adjacent possible” (p. 127). In the sections that follow I 

introduce some of the “salients” that emerged from my study which may 

contribute to a change in the direction of language learning motivation research 

towards richer, holistic exploration of the complexities of motivation. 

 

10.2 Contributions to motivation theory 

As I have outlined, two of the primary aims of this research related to developing a 

more complex understanding of my students’ motivation for English learning by 

exploring the influence of their ideas of an English-using self on their motivation. 

In this section I return to my research questions to examine the ways in which my 

findings suggest classroom language learning motivation to be integrally founded 

on interactions between self-ideas, perceptions of the individual language learner 

and the co-constructed class environment. 
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10.2.1 Dynamic, individualised English-using self ideas 

One of the primary findings from the present study is that far from being 

disinterested “blank slates”, the self-representations of these adolescents were 

filled with highly elaborate, individualised detail that emerged over the course of 

the study. 

Two of my research questions investigated the self ideas of participants. 

Firstly, in order to gain a clearer understanding of the students making up my class 

group at the start of the study, I collected data to explore the following research 

question: 

1. How do the participants express their ideas of an English-using self at the 

commencement of the study? 

I developed two instruments to inquire about students’ past experience of English 

lessons (PEEL activity – section 4.2.3) and future ideas of a best-possible English 

self (BPES activity – section 4.2.2). 

What was particularly surprising for me was that from the very start of 

the study the analysis of students’ writing revealed clear ideas of a best-possible 

English self through the use of present progressive tenses by the majority of 

students. The students’ ideas in the main revolved around using English in the 

future for an occupation, with a strong tendency towards imagining speaking and 

listening to English rather than writing and reading it. With regards to students’ 

past experiences of English lessons, there were more negative experiences than 

positive ones. The few positive experiences noted an enthusiastic or enjoyable 

approach to lessons by the teacher. Negative experiences were also connected in 
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the first instance to the influence of the teacher’s approach being boring or 

monotonous. Students also mentioned a lack of understanding and classroom 

environments that were not conducive to learning through being too noisy or too 

quiet. A further insight from the analysis was that while many students connected 

ideas of their future English self to using English for an occupation, only very few 

students perceived their past English lessons to be useful for future work. Rather, 

the vast majority of students connected a purpose for their previous English 

lessons to the rhetoric in Japanese society about English being useful due to the 

spread of globalisation. Other students explicitly stated that they did not 

understand the purpose of their previous English study. 

The second research question more specifically explored the self ideas 

that students mentioned over the year of the study: 

2. What ideas of an English-using self emerge among the participants from experience 

in the classroom? 

My analysis of the participants’ writing found these adolescents to hold clear ideas 

about an ideal L2 self, a fearing self, and a more proximal revising classroom self. 

Students’ representations of each of these selves shared certain common general 

thematic qualities, which may be summarised thus: 

Ideal self competence, positive emotion (amazement, pleasure), a sense of clarity 

and ‘closeness’, using English, and a sense of widening future horizons 

Fearing self anxiety about going overseas, fear of inferiority, fear of failure in the 

future classroom, fear of not progressing in language proficiency (in 

both the short- and long-term), and worries about working using 

English 

Revising classroom self being understood and understanding, being proactive, using affordances 

and chances, and creating the learning environment 
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Regarding the ideal self, in research published during my candidature 

Kojima-Takahashi (2013) found through using interviews with Japanese learners 

that “participants also mentioned some unique types of ideal L2 self which are not 

typically included in Likert-scale questionnaires” (p. 6). One vital understanding 

from my study was that although common themes emerged, in congruence with 

Kojima-Takahashi’s findings, students’ perceptions of language learning 

experiences, self and motivation were highly personal and individualised. For 

example, participants made connections to their lives outside of the classroom: 

They wrote about one-off experiences such as a chance encounter on a train that 

added detail to their English-using self-ideas, or made links to their individual 

interests, such as not being able to communicate when playing online games 

(Chapter 7). Analysis in Chapter 8 revealed strong emotion connected to students’ 

ideal self-images as “amazing” or “great”, and also a visual element, such as the 

components of an ideal self “scattered around like pieces of a puzzle” (Eiji, LJ, 

12/10/2011). 

My analysis did not uncover student writing about an ought-to self during 

the course of the year of regular LJ writing, but as observed above, at the start of 

the year many students had perceived pressure from globalisation as the purpose 

for their previous English studies. However, the analysis did reveal students 

writing about deeply personal, emotional experience of a sometimes menacingly 

real fearing self. Dörnyei (2009a) includes the fearing self as part of the ought-to 

L2 self (p. 29). Chapter 8 found students mentioning a fearing self that at times 

connected with their perceptions of the broader expectations of others (i.e., the 
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ought-to self). However, at other times the fearing self connected with a narrow 

focus on a self failing in the future classroom. This form of a fearing self seemed 

not to be related to expectations, but rather an internalised ideal: “ideally, I do not 

want to be this failing self in the future”. The “want” of this motivation stemmed 

from internal desire to be (more) competent in the future classroom. 

Indeed, recent research literature gives a conflicting picture of the 

influence of the ought-to self on motivation and action in different contexts (see, 

e.g., Csizér & Lukács, 2010; Dörnyei & Chan, 2013; Lamb, 2012; Papi & 

Abdollahzadeh, 2012; Pigott, 2011; Taguchi et al., 2009). For instance, the study by 

Dörnyei and Chan (2013) led these authors to argue that the existing body of 

research suggests that 

While externally sourced self-images (i.e., the images that are usually categorized under 

the rubric of the ought-to self) do play a role in shaping the learners’ motivational 

mindset, in many language contexts they lack the energizing force to make a difference 

in actual motivated learner behaviours by themselves. (p. 454) 

As shown in Chapter 7 however, research in the Japanese context by Pigott (2011) 

found that adolescent learners perceived a far greater influence on their motivation 

from the ought-to self than from an ideal L2 self (p. 544). These findings are 

congruent with student writing in the present study about their past conceptions 

of the purpose of English lessons. During the course of the year of study, however, 

although reflections on a fearing self and ideal self emerged naturally in the data, 

underlying beliefs about perceived expectations from an ought-to self only really 

became apparent through my explicitly asking students to write about and 

compare these ideas in the Expectations activity (section 5.5.3).  
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The difficulty of operationalising and distinguishing between the ideal 

self and the ought-to self has been highlighted in the literature (see, e.g., Boyatzis & 

Akrivou, 2006; Costa Ribas, 2012; Dörnyei & Ushioda, 2011). As I emphasised in 

Chapter 8, Kubanyiova (2009) has suggested more of a continuum from an 

externally motivated ought-to self to an internally motivated ideal self (p. 323). In 

a similar fashion, the analysis from my study implies that a fearing self may stem 

by differing degrees from more internalised or externalised sources. 

In line with such a proposition, the analysis from my study found 

self-representations to be dynamic and contextualised. My research showed 

students to be constantly revising their ideas of an English-using-self based on 

their individual interpretations of past and current experiences. Processes of 

self-reflection and social comparison during these experiences guided students’ 

motivation. They also formed what I termed “revising classroom selves”, that is, 

proximal ideas of a self using English in the future classroom, for example, in a way 

that fostered communication more effectively. These future revising classroom-self 

ideas depended heavily on students’ interpretations of their experiences during 

the lesson. The possible-selves of participants were works-in-progress, constantly 

being re-adjusted and re-negotiated through experiences and interactions within 

the classroom and from outside it. 

The findings from my study imply that the detail of self-representation 

builds up dynamically through individual experiences and suggests the need for a 

longitudinal focus on real, unique people when studying the L2MSS. Particularly in 

light of the research by Pigott (2011), my findings also imply that situated explicit 
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exploration of the dynamic processes by which the ought-to self develops for 

Japanese learners, and connections between the ought-to self and other 

dimensions of (possible) self, holds great potential as an area for future research. 

 

10.2.2 Motivating interactions 

A second key finding from my study is the way in which various forms of 

interaction were revealed as integral to motivation in the classroom. My third 

research question aimed to explore the influence of the learning spaces on 

students’ motivation, asking: 

3. What shared understandings about the emergent spaces appear to affect the 

participants’ motivation in learning English? 

Analysis of students’ writing led me to propose that one such shared 

understanding was that the classroom system was “open” (Chapter 7). As I argued 

in the previous section, students’ self ideas and their motivation in the classroom 

were influenced by interactions with a variety of elements that were “brought in” 

from outside of the class group. I drew on the notion of transportable identities 

(Zimmerman, 1998) to conceptualise the way in which participant writing 

revealed the influence on motivation of their identities as adolescents and students, 

their individual personalities, personal circumstances, and the transportable 

identities of myself as the teacher. Further to these interactions with elements 

outside the direct class group, the analysis also revealed the influence on 

motivation of prosaic things like climatic conditions and timetabling, and hinted at 

the potential influence of individually perceived expectations from significant 
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others. 

A second shared understanding that emerged from the analysis was that 

within the classroom interactions between the learning environment 

(learner-external) and learner self ideas (learner-internal) fostered motivation 

(Chapter 8). Students recognised certain types of opportunities as motivating: 

Opportunities for language use, opportunities for interaction (between class 

members and between understandings), and opportunities for realisations. Their 

motivation was guided by processes of social comparison with other students and 

self-reflection on their experiences and understandings. Participants were also 

motivated by interactions between these opportunities and their developing 

images of an ideal self, a fearing self, and a revising classroom self. 

In Chapter 8, I developed a representation of this motivation which drew 

on the complex systems theory concepts of co-adaptation and a motivational state 

space. Holland (1995) describes adaptation from an organic, biological usage as a 

process by which “experience guides changes in the organism’s structure so that as 

time passes the organism makes better use of its environment for its own ends” 

(p. 9). The analysis showed that there was nested, motivating interaction between 

the opportunities presented in the classroom spaces and the development of 

student self ideas. During lessons and homeroom periods, adaptation occurred 

through negative feedback loops, as beliefs, understandings and perceptions of 

behaviour were supported or challenged. In parallel, some forms of behaviour 

were explored and found appropriate, fostering positive feedback loops. In line 

with the findings of Lamb (2012) and Sugawara (2012), this study revealed that 
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the learning experience provided scaffolding for the development of more detailed 

L2 selves, and interactions between the learning experience and these L2 selves 

fostered motivation. 

Furthermore, the nature of the data draws attention to interactions 

between not only the learning environment and self, but also between cognition, 

affect and motivation. MacIntyre et al. (2009) argue that “without a strong tie to 

the learner’s emotional system, possible selves exist as cold cognition, and 

therefore lack motivational potency” (p. 47). In Chapter 7, participant writing 

about different elements of their identities that were transported into the 

classroom setting frequently revealed links between emotion and motivation. 

Throughout Chapter 8, emotion, cognition and motivation were shown to be 

intertwined: Students reflected on experience of lesson and homeroom activities as 

affectively “moving”, “pleasing” or “worrying”. This experience tied to the 

development of motivating possible-self ideas (cognition) that were in themselves 

also at times fear-inducing or at others “amazing”. 

Interactions between emotion, cognition and motivation encourage more 

holistic understandings of language learner motivation, summoning possibilities 

for those involved with language education to assist students by engaging all three 

elements. As Op ’t Eynde and Turner (2006) assert: 

Teachers, parents, and society place importance on students’ cognitive acquisitions over 

students’ emotional feelings about the learning processes. By further developing a 

researched understanding of the various interrelated and integrated ways in which 

cognitive-emotion-conative [motivational] processes function within academic 

learning ... we [will] be able to demonstrate to teachers and parents that the emotions 

students experience during academic lessons, students’ motivational energy for 
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engaging in the learning process(es), and students’ acquisition and use of academic 

knowledge and skills are undeniably, inextricably linked. (p. 374) 

A final shared understanding regarding the learning spaces in this study is that 

interactions, such as those between the opportunities presented in the classroom 

spaces and the self ideas of individual students, or between cognition, affect and 

motivation at the same time alter the (motivation of the) class group as a whole. 

Students’ individual actions and reflections lead to revised forms of behaviour. But 

they do not act alone – they co-adapt in reaction to and with the other members 

that form the class group. That is to say, through such processes, at a different level 

participants also co-form the classroom environment.  

Chapter 9 in particular focused on the development of motivation in the 

class group as a whole from three perspectives. First, the analysis found transitions 

to the new lesson environment and new groups to be phase-shifts in the 

motivational trajectory of the whole class group of which participants were 

cognitively aware. These transitions were further connected with emotions such as 

anxiety, relief, and a sense of shared belonging. Second, the revising classroom 

selves of participants revealed them as intending and acting to make better use of 

their learning environment. Students reflected on their own actions and those of 

others they encountered during activities. The classroom conditions enabled the 

possibility of the spread of self-reinforcing motivation (Arthur, 1989). I 

conceptualised this spread as self-organisation of the class group to foster 

communication. Third, in the analysis of data concerning the final infomercial 

presentation session, the cognitive appraisal of quality, the emotional experiences 
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of achievement and enjoyment interacted positively with participants’ motivation 

as a whole class group. I conceptualised this as an instance of emergence. Indeed, 

throughout Chapters 7 to 9, the analysis showed that motivation in this classroom 

was relational and organic as individuals brought their own experiences and 

interpretations into the classroom, co-created new experiences in the classroom 

with the other members, and co-fostered perceptions of future possibilities in this 

space and spaces more temporally removed. 

 

10.2.3 Complex systems theory illuminates classroom motivation 

research 

I initially based this study on complex systems philosophy because of its 

complementarities with action research (Chapter 3). However, as the study 

progressed my own ideas concerning motivation were influenced by my 

experiences, the analysis of data and further reading. In Chapter 6 I detailed how I 

understood the properties of complex systems as useful to conceptualising 

motivation through the data analysis. Furthermore, by revisiting the data, I wanted 

to explore the applicability of using complex systems theory to the investigation of 

language learner motivation, leading me to compose the following research 

question: 

4. How well does complex systems theory enable a deeper understanding of 

motivation and demotivation in Japanese EFL learning? 

Conceptual comparison with the properties of complex systems allowed me to 

produce a much more satisfying interpretation of the “messiness” of the 

contextualised, dynamic motivation of the human members making up the class 
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group. In Chapters 7 through 9 I developed representations of motivation in this 

class group that I contend push towards the kind of “real analysis” of a classroom 

that might answer Hardman’s (2010) challenge to explore “how interaction of 

individuals with each other and the environment can be described as a complex 

system” (p. 8). I summarise these representations in Figure 23 by connecting these 

understandings from revisiting the data (Chapters 7 through 9) with groupings of 

the properties of complex systems (see Chapter 6). 
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Figure 23: A summary of understandings emergent from the current research and 

their connections to the properties of complex systems. 
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Complex systems theory was instrumental to the present study because it draws 

attention to the range of actions and interactions at various levels across diverse 

timescales that influence motivation and ideas of self. Moreover, it allowed me to 

understand from the data that in a classroom setting these actions and interactions 

co-form possibilities for future action and motivation in the class group. I began the 

study explicitly drawing on the conceptualisation of second language learning 

motivation proposed in Dörnyei’s (2009a) L2MSS. While I apply this framework 

throughout, as the study progressed my understandings have also gravitated 

towards Ushioda’s thinking regarding a “person-in-context relational view of 

motivation.” Ushioda (2009) contends that such an approach to motivation 

requires: 

...a focus on real persons, rather than on learners as theoretical abstractions; a focus on 

the agency of the individual person as a thinking, feeling human being, with an identity, a 

personality, a unique history and background, a person with goals, motives and 

intention; a focus on the interaction between this self-reflective intentional agent, and 

the fluid and complex system of social relations, activities, experiences and multiple 

micro- and macro-context in which the person is embedded, moves, and is inherently 

part of; [and a] need to take a relational (rather than linear) view of these multiple 

contextual elements, and view motivation as an organic process that emerges through 

the complex system of interrelations. (p. 220) 

Over the time of my candidature, much newly published research has taken as its 

level of focus the individual language learner when investigating the L2MSS (see, 

e.g., Kojima-Takahashi, 2013; Lamb, 2011; Papi & Abdollahzadeh, 2012) or 

drawing on complex systems theory to understand language learning (see, e.g., 

Finch, 2010; Mercer, 2011a; Paiva, 2011; Pigott, 2012a; Sade, 2011). This is a 

sound approach that can tell us much about, for instance, the dynamic 
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development of present and future ideas of self based on individual histories of 

past experiences, or the interaction of an individual’s self with contextual factors. 

However, if we are to attempt to understand the classroom spaces where much 

second language learning is conducted, a complex systems view of motivation also 

suggests a focus on what is emergent at the class group level. As was apparent 

throughout the current study, classroom systems develop their own motivational 

trajectories through the interactions and relations between the members that 

make up the system and what they bring with them at any point in time. If we want 

to gain an understanding of the L2MSS in classroom settings, complex systems 

theory urges us to look at both the real classroom systems and the real people – 

learners and teachers – who dynamically co-form these social spaces. 

 

10.3 Contributions to teaching 

Given my perceptions of low levels of engagement and motivation for EFL learning 

of kosen students at the commencement of the study, I also aimed to explore how 

the introduction of change-action might affect my students’ motivation. As such, 

one of the objectives of the research was “to foster a learning environment that 

would allow students to perceive a positive change in their motivation to learn” 

(see section 3.5). This section therefore discusses two implications for teaching 

that emerged from my study. 
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10.3.1 Possibilities and cautions regarding possible-self 

interventions 

This study involved the use of activities drawing students’ attention to possible 

selves in the form of an intervention. Based on my analysis I contend that the 

classroom system as a whole displayed increasingly positive motivational 

trajectories and forms of behaviour that contributed to an environment more 

conducive to learning. While Ellis (2012) notes a lack of research establishing that 

the ability of learners to recognise the role an L2 may play in their lives (possible 

selves) does lead to better learning per se (p. 286), the results of this study do 

suggest that a possible-self intervention can have positive influences on motivation. 

As detailed in section 10.2.1, students naturally wrote about ideal L2 self ideas in 

the course of their English Expression lessons, but the possible-self activities 

allowed students a space to reflect and share understandings about the role of 

English study, and added detail, plausibility, and a sense of relevance to the 

possible-selves of learners (see Chapter 8).  

In research published during the course of my candidature, Ueki and 

Takeuchi (2013) found that learners’ access to information regarding future 

possibilities plays an extremely important role in their development of ideal selves. 

Ueki and Takeuchi concluded that “providing information related to what L2 

learners want to be (the ideal L2 self) mediates what they feel they are able to 

become (self-efficacy)” (p. 39). In agreement with such findings, the present 

intervention produced positive motivational results from using a number of 

different activities to introduce “informative noise” to the classroom. For example, 
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drawing a possible-self tree (see section 5.5.2) assisted students to reflect on their 

ideas of future potential and make connections between their current endeavours 

and a future self. Another activity explicitly showed students the expectations of 

kosen teachers, university academics and managers at technology companies from 

research into kosen English (see section 5.5.4)(Koseneigo kenkyuuiinkai, 2008). 

These spaces that provided opportunities for realisations were widely regarded by 

students as motivating (see Chapter 8). 

However, I must urge two cautions to any wholehearted endorsement of 

educational interventions based on the findings of my study: Firstly, the form of the 

class group that emerged was a coalescence of multiple factors. I do not presume to 

suppose that the motivational trajectory of individuals or the whole class group 

can be traced purely and linearly back to the possible-self activities that were 

introduced, or that this motivation was constant. Complex systems theory 

encourages us to recognise that there are limits to our ability to understand truly 

complex phenomena as we cannot know all of the influences on members or the 

system as a whole (Richardson & Cilliers, 2001, p. 12). We certainly cannot make 

definite predictions of the effectiveness of introduced change. 

Secondly, the ethicality of externally “motivating” students through 

interventions drawing on the L2MSS framework has been criticised by Pigott 

(2012b). Much research (see, e.g., Falout, 2013; Magid, 2011) and pedagogical 

material (see, e.g., Dörnyei & Kubanyiova, 2013; Hadfield & Dörnyei, 2013) that 

has appeared over the course of my candidature has focused first and foremost on 

such intervention in order to develop learners’ images of an ideal L2 self. As Pigott 
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(2012b) rightly asks, however, “Is it ethical to motivate someone to spend 

thousands of hours of their life studying something they may not need? What is the 

difference between motivating and manipulating? What are teachers’ own 

motivations for motivating students?” (p. 428). Whilst not raising ethical issues, 

one participant did observe at the end of the study: 

It’s pointless to try to forcibly transfer motivation; I think it’s something that changes by 

your own effort from beginning with an interest. (Aoi, LJ Reflection 2, 9/2/2012) 

Ultimately, in agreement with Phelps (2002), I understand that in an educational 

intervention it is important for students to be introduced to, and allowed to 

explore, issues and what they themselves perceive as challenges; “as a teacher, I 

cannot hope to solve all problems for all students, but I can create an environment 

rich with potential” (p. 201). 

The results of this study imply that by encouraging students to attend to 

their ideas of possible futures and “providing information” (Ueki & Takeuchi, 2013, 

p. 39) we might allow students to choose to respond, discover, and push into their 

own “adjacent possible” (Kauffman, 2008). Furthermore however, through 

encouraging students to interact and exchange ideas regarding their possible 

selves, this intervention has shown that in classroom settings we might also allow 

learners to develop understandings together. This study suggests therefore the 

intriguing potential for further research exploring how both teachers and students 

can work together in educational interventions to co-create the class group’s 

“adjacent possible”. 
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10.3.2 The applicability of task-based language teaching for Asian 

students 

A second implication for teaching emergent from the research concerns the 

pedagogical approach used in the EE lessons, that of task-based language teaching 

(TBLT). There is a large body of literature detailing Asian learners’ preferred 

approaches to learning, most of which can be divided into two distinct groups. On 

the one hand, there is a body of literature that takes the broad and somewhat 

essentialised view that the learning styles of Asian students disincline them 

towards communicative approaches to language learning (Burrows, 2008; Hu, 

2005; Kolarik, 2004; Samimy & Kobayashi, 2004; Zhenhui, 2001). For example, 

Kolarik contends that “for Asian learners to adopt the communicative approach, 

they would have to make radical changes to some of their basic beliefs, values and 

consequent behaviour” (p. 2). A review of literature detailing these supposedly set 

forms of Asian learning behaviour suggests that Asian students are subservient 

and passive, unwilling to volunteer opinions or engage in activities, and find 

difficulty with autonomous learning situations (Burrows, 2008; Xiao, 2006; 

Zhenhui, 2001). 

On the other hand, a second body of research asserts that when given the 

opportunity to choose, Asian students prefer communicative approaches (Cheng, 

2000; Falout et al., 2008; Kikuchi, 2005; Littlewood, 2001). Indeed, Cheng argues 

that rather than the existence of culturally-defined, set learning styles for Asian 

students, learner behaviour is more influenced by situation-specific elements. In 

fact, drawing on the L2MSS framework to study the motivation of adolescent 
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learners in Indonesia, Lamb (2012) found that it was the situation-specific learning 

experience that played the key role in motivation: 

Although these young Indonesians appear to believe strongly in the usefulness of 

English for their future, have an openness toward and interest in the world at large, and 

would like to see themselves as future users of English, what makes them more likely to 

invest effort in learning is whether they feel positive about the process of learning. (p. 

1014) 

As far as the motivation of students was concerned, the findings of my 

study align strongly with this second body of literature. In contradiction to 

assertions in the literature about the tendency of Asian students towards passive, 

disengaged, teacher-reliant learning styles, the analysis reveals that in the TBLT 

lessons my Japanese learners were motivated and engaged. They were not passive 

in their learning: Without direction from me as the teacher, students were able to 

reflect on their actions in lessons and consciously formed images of a revising self, 

thus fostering a classroom environment more conducive to communicating (see 

Chapters 8 and 9). Furthermore, the analysis shows that they were not only very 

willing to engage in the task-based activities, but that they also identified 

opportunities for language use and interaction as motivating (see Chapter 8). As 

one student observed, in Chapter 9, the change to the active TBLT lesson style was 

“a breath of fresh air” for many students. Lastly, the analysis of data collected from 

participants in the build-up to the presentation of the infomercials (Chapter 9) 

implies that students worked effectively to negotiate roles and collaborate to 

prepare the infomercials. Across a number of lessons, students worked 

autonomously in their groups and cooperated with other groups to arrive at the 



Chapter Ten – Possibilities                                         生態系 

 

 311 

outcome of the infomercial. 

In addition to these insights, the analysis in Chapter 8 also revealed the 

way in which the match between the focus of the college on technology and the 

textbook theme of working at an international technology company was motivating. 

In alignment with the findings of Ronfeldt and Grossman (2008) in professional 

education, the TBLT classroom spaces allowed students to try on their 

English-using self in the present, scaffolded environment of the classroom. The 

focus on tasks enabled students to make realisations about using English 

meaningfully and purposefully. These learning experiences provided spaces to 

reflect on and compare actions with other members of the class, and fostered 

iterative development of images of a self using English in the future, whether in the 

classroom or in more removed, often professional settings. 

Burrows (2008) has warned that for some Japanese learners the move 

from a teacher-centred, passive learning environment in which there is a clear 

step-by-step progression in grammar learning to the “apparent randomness” 

(Bowen, 2004, para. 11) of the TBLT classroom may result in motivational 

challenges (Burrows, 2008, p. 17). The results of my study suggest that, rather, 

these students were very motivated to finally be using the language that they had 

studied formally week-in week-out from the age of 13. 

However, Burrows’s (2008) point is certainly one that requires careful 

consideration. Indeed, there is an ongoing debate in Japan about the effectiveness 

and suitability of communicative pedagogy and TBLT for Japanese classrooms. This 

debate often revolves around the extent of a focus on form in instruction (see, e.g., 
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Burrows, 2008; Sato, 2010, 2011; Sybing, 2011; Urick, 2011). In the present study, 

concurrent to the TBLT-based English Expression lessons, learners also had two 

more traditional, grammar-translation English lessons each week. As one aspect of 

exploring the suitability of TBLT to Japanese EFL classrooms, a natural next step 

for research in contexts in which students have independent, differently-focused 

English subjects would be to investigate the motivational effects of such 

combinations of separate TBLT and form-focused lessons on particular class 

groups. By collecting data from one class group across a number of different 

English subjects, we might be able to ascertain how students make their own links 

between subjects, and any motivating effects of feedback loops between grammar 

study and usage. 

 

10.4 Contributions to researching motivation 

In this section I reflect on the methodological limitations and strengths of this 

research process, further discussing implications for future language learning 

motivation research emergent from this study. I combine the discussion with a 

critique of the soundness of the action research proposed in Chapter 3. 

 

10.4.1 Action research 

After my initial review of the literature (Chapter 2), I decided than an action 

research design would most effectively allow exploration of the effects on 

participants’ motivation and self-ideas of deliberate change-action. I further 

asserted that there are complementarities between action research and a complex 
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systems philosophy (Chapter 3). Such congruence has also been previously 

proposed in the literature (see, e.g., Cohen et al., 2011; Larsen-Freeman & Cameron, 

2008b; Phelps & Graham, 2010). The description of the action research in Chapters 

4 and 5 elaborates on the planning, acting, observation and reflection through 

which I worked to ensure the soundness of the action research process and 

outcomes (Herr & Anderson, 2005). 

However, in the context of this research project I became all too aware of 

some major drawbacks of action research: In Chapter 4 my frustration became 

apparent with trying to implement change-action when the concrete here-and-now 

of the kosen situation allowed little flexibility. Furthermore, as the study 

progressed I recognised that the time constraints action research placed on me as a 

practising teacher did not allow the kind of holistic analysis and deep insights into 

my classroom that I was interested in (Chapter 5). As a result of these realisations, 

in Chapter 6 I reformulated my understanding of the action research process to 

include revisiting the data set in its entirety. The change in my thinking was along 

the lines of Radford’s (2007) arguments regarding the combination of practitioner 

action research and complex systems theory: 

Complexity theory, insofar as it sees the practitioner as one factor among a multiplicity, a 

majority of which are likely to be outside his or her control, tends to offer a more 

realistic perspective on the limits of the teachers’ control and responsibility. This is not 

to say that practitioners cannot formally seek to understand their classrooms through 

observation and engagement, indeed they should, but the link between research and 

action is much more tenuous than the action research approach suggests. …Practitioner 

researchers need to be analysts and critical interpreters of practice in a way that helps 

them to understand and explain what is happening, but the approach is more likely to be 

historical, exploratory, interactive and reflectively analytical rather than directly 
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interventionist or controlling. (p. 276) 

My thinking regarding the action research approach as a whole has undeniably 

altered due to the weaknesses that I discovered in using this method in the context 

of this study. However, I also recognise that it was this realisation of the drawbacks 

of action research that, in part, pushed me to revisit the data and look for deeper 

understandings. There were also other benefits and challenges to using a research 

approach that explicitly focused on introducing change and “noise” into one 

classroom system across time.  

 

10.4.2 Longitudinal, multiple-participant research 

In Chapter 2 it became apparent that the majority of past motivation research in 

Japan has used reductionist methods such as one-off large-scale surveys to 

generalise about the motivation of classroom language learners. A wide variety of 

elements were described as being (de)motivating without actually looking at the 

emergent classroom level. Whilst I do not wish to argue that such (de)motivating 

influences are non-existent, generalisation from one-off snapshots of motivation 

fails to reveal the individual idiosyncrasies of dynamic, real contexts with real 

people. It was an interest in the dynamics of my learners’ motivation that led to a 

longitudinal approach to the present research. 

Ortega and Iberri-Shea (2005) have argued that longitudinal research is 

vital to the development of understandings about second language acquisition for 

the simple reason that “many questions concerning second language learning are 

fundamentally questions of time and timing” (p. 27). Indeed, the implementation of 
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a longitudinal study allowed a representation of the development of motivation in 

this one class group that was quite at odds with previous findings from survey 

studies. The analysis that emerged, as well as my own experience of the classroom 

system from an insider, emic point of view affirmed generally positive undertaking 

of lessons. The use of a longitudinal approach allowed a more holistic picture of the 

development of motivation and self-ideas in this class group in which there was 

little of the disengagement and decrease in motivation towards English studies that 

has been previously noted with Japanese students in the literature. 

In fact, by collecting data longitudinally and from multiple perspectives, 

the analysis allowed me to identify positive motivational patterns not only at 

different timescales but also at different levels: The way in which students 

individually constructed a revising classroom self taking positive action in the 

future classroom (Chapter 8); the role that environmental opportunities for 

language use played in motivation in particular in the first half of the year (Chapter 

8); students’ individual motivation as part of a gradual co-construction of a 

classroom environment more conducive to the communicative pedagogical 

approach (Chapter 9); or the day-to-day influences on motivation from the 

everyday lives of the members of the class group (Chapter 7), to mention but a few. 

In short, considering the nature of language learning group dynamics (Dörnyei & 

Murphey, 2003), the findings of this study imply that qualitative longitudinal 

approaches involving multiple participants in the same context, such as the use of 

case study (Duff, 2008), ought to be de riguer for classroom motivation research. 
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10.4.3 Participant voices 

As alluded to in the previous section, my study drew on the voices of all members 

of the same class group, students and teacher, a design that attempted to increase 

the democratic soundness of the action research (Herr & Anderson, 2005). I 

recognise two strengths to the inclusion of student and teacher perceptions in this 

study. 

Firstly, the present research shows clearly that adolescent voices have 

much to tell those willing to listen about the emergent nature of classroom 

language learning motivation and self. From the commencement of the study the 

students in this class group wrote eloquently about their ideas of a best-possible 

future self using English, and their reflections on past EFL learning experiences 

(Chapter 4) further development of possible-self ideas, aspects of self brought in 

from outside the classroom, and interactions within the classroom that affected 

their motivation (Chapters 7 through 9). Indeed, one is reminded of the 

aforementioned body of literature that asserts Asian learners to be unwilling to 

offer opinions (see section 10.3.2). In strong contradiction, the use of multiple 

student voices allowed the study to flesh out adolescent Japanese learners in a way 

that shows them to be thoughtful and articulate, and might lend much to a more 

situated, phenomenological understanding of L2 motivation such as that of the 

L2MSS.  

Sounding a note of caution, Pigott (2012b) has argued that 

conceptualisations of language learning motivation using the L2MSS might not be 

appropriate for adolescents as they are still in the process of developing their 
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future-self images. True, adolescence is a transitory life stage during which 

students are moving away from familial influence to that of the peer group, a time 

of making and sorting identities and roles (Harter, 2003). However, rather than 

writing adolescents out of the L2MSS picture, ample research into the development 

of self and identity reveals that adolescence is an optimum time for trying on new 

selves (Oyserman & Fryberg, 2006). In line with the findings of research by 

Mornane (2009), the students in this study were quite willing and capable of 

reflection on and expression of their experience of the classroom, motivation, and 

(future) selves. Instead of expecting possible selves to be static entities – developed 

or not developed – my research suggests the positive possibilities (for students, 

teachers and researchers) of exploring possible selves as works-in-progress with 

such adolescents. 

Alongside the dissemination of adolescent student voices, a further 

strength of this study is its inclusion of the teacher as a member of the class group. 

Due to this approach, representation of motivation emerged which included the 

dynamics and effects of my own (teacher/researcher) actions and motivation as 

interacting with the actions and motivation of the other (student) members of the 

class group. 

Despite a gradual increase in the contextualised exploration of teacher 

understandings of language learning motivation (see, e.g., Banegas, 2013; Cowie & 

Sakui, 2011), there still remains a lack of research that explores teachers’ roles in 

the development of classroom motivation from the perspectives of all members in 

a class group. This absence of teacher voice in the published record appears to be a 
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widespread problem, with Aboshiha (2013) noting that “teacher knowledge 

remains majorly unrecorded, with few teachers participating in the codification of 

their understandings based on practical insights, or pushing forward their own 

research agendas, or creating new knowledge – despite the recognized gap” (p. 

219). However, there is still a tendency to separate “teacher understandings” from 

“student understandings.” My study suggests possibilities for future classroom 

research agendas that include analysis of how all members of classroom spaces 

perceive their own actions, the actions of others, and the influences of these 

other-actions on their own (future) forms of behaviour. 

 

10.4.4 Participant checking and comparing 

This study gathered data from individual students, but I also reintroduced the 

analysis of this data to the classroom system in the form of the half-yearly 

questionnaires. Students also had time to reflect on their own learning journals, 

and a final reflective activity encouraged groups to discuss their experiences over 

the year. Unfortunately, it must be admitted with regret that due to the time 

constraints of the action research processes, the themes that I reintroduced to the 

class group through the two questionnaires were not the deeper themes uncovered 

by revisiting the data after the year of data collection. I arrive at the end of this 

study however having learnt that there are conflicting viewpoints about the use of 

participant checking in the literature on qualitative research methodology. On the 

one hand, by giving the results of analysis back to participants themselves, the 

researcher may be able to ensure that the themes have meaning for the original 
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constructors of the data (Herr & Anderson, 2005; Lincoln & Guba, 1985; Maxwell, 

1992). On the other hand, Richards (2003) observes that “some writers have 

challenged the assumption that members’ views are more reliable than those of the 

researchers” (p. 287). Based on my experiences during the research process, I tend 

to agree with Dörnyei (2007) that the data elicited from member checks ought to 

be included as a further aspect of data to be interpreted by the researcher, but not 

as the be-all and end-all of judging the appropriateness of themes (p. 61). 

However, I do contend that through sharing information across the class 

group, participant checking can add to the catalytic soundness (Herr & Anderson, 

2005 – see section 3.9.4) of the action research by allowing opportunity for 

participants to deepen their understandings. Other activities asked students to 

consider individually their past experiences of EFL classrooms or their own 

understandings of expectations perceived from significant others, and then 

continued by encouraging students to compare their responses with others in the 

class. These activities shared information across the class system, allowing 

students to further consider how their own perceptions were reflected (or not) in 

the perceptions of their classmates.  

Much education research merely stops at the description stage, “taking” 

energy from the system and “giving” little directly back. By introducing activities in 

which experiences and perspectives can be shared across a class group, we can 

also “offer” energy to the system. Such an action might assist participants to 

become aware and active in their own learning and motivational trajectories and 

the influencing of their fellow class members. 
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10.4.5 Limitations and generalisability 

This study focused on the specific context of one language learning class group. 

The themes that emerged are based on my experiences from an emic perspective 

as one of the participants in this class group. There was no use of peer checking by 

other researchers to re-analyse data. As such, the themes are limited to being the 

subjective understandings and interpretations of one researcher. However, 

Sandelowski (1993) questions the use of peer checking of themes in qualitative 

research because “repeatability is not an essential (or necessary or sufficient) 

property of the things themselves” (p. 3). Certainly, researchers who were external 

to this class group may arrive at different interpretations. However, from the 

beginning of the study I have been clear that I wanted to enrich my own 

understandings of my students. Concerning this process as a piece of research, 

Whyte’s (1993) argument from an ethnographical perspective is of use: 

We seek to observe behaviour that is significant to our research purposes. Selection 

therefore depends upon some implicit or explicit theory – a process which is in large 

part subjective. But the choice is not random. If we specify our theoretical assumptions 

and the research methods we use, others can utilize the same assumptions and methods 

to either verify or challenge our conclusions. (pp. 366-367) 

The results of this study cannot be undiscerningly generalised to all language 

learners. From the outset I have argued for the use of Lincoln and Guba’s (1985) 

concept of transferability: “If there is to be transferability, the burden of proof lies 

less with the original investigator than with the person seeking to make an 

application elsewhere” (p. 298). Such a stance is in line with the thinking of 

complexity theorists. Stacey, Griffin, and Shaw (2000) argue that the soundness of 
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knowledge based on the narrative of life experiences needs to be judged from a 

different viewpoint to what traditional, positivist knowledge entails: “The point is 

not whether [it] can be empirically validated or not, but whether [it] resonates 

with the experience of others and assists them to make sense of that experience” (p. 

203).  

By applying qualitative research methods, endeavouring to give sufficient 

detail about the context and the nature of the change-action introduced, and 

providing a rich and detailed representation of the development of motivation in 

this context I have attempted to ensure that readers may be able to determine the 

applicability of the representation to their particular circumstances (Duff, 2008; 

Edge & Richards, 1998; Lincoln & Guba, 1985; Yates, 2004). I have also 

endeavoured to sustain dialogic soundness (Herr & Anderson, 2005) in the action 

research by offering a full account of the thinking that has guided me to this point 

in the research process. Ultimately, then, it is up to the reader to decide on the 

transferability of my findings and the reasonableness of these discussed 

implications stemming from my reflection on the research process. 

 

10.5 The significance of the study 

Yates (2004) observes that one measure of the adequacy of doctoral research is 

that “it is going to have some impact on the professional field, or that it redirects or 

adds in a significant way to the ways that researchers are currently framing their 

problems for that field” (p. 83). This final chapter has attempted to show the 

possible impact of this study. This research advances understandings of foreign 
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language learner classroom motivation in a number of respects.  

First, from a methodological perspective, this study is significant for its 

situated approach to studying classroom motivation. As suggested by the review of 

literature in Chapter 2, a majority of studies in Japan have endeavoured to draw 

conclusions about classroom language learning motivation from a quantitative 

perspective using large-scale questionnaires. Such investigation asks learners to 

state their agreement with pre-determined items regarding their classroom 

language learning motivation without studying the actual classroom situation and 

the interactions therein. It removes individual voice and divorces language learners 

from the classroom groups of which they are part. This research takes a different 

approach by exploring the L2 Motivational Self System through a longitudinal, 

qualitative study of classroom practice using a classroom-based action research 

design drawing on complex systems theory to understand the dynamic motivation 

of the language class group. 

Second, this study is significant from a theoretical perspective through its 

contribution to furthering understandings of the contextually based relationships 

between the parts of the L2MSS. It illustrates how deliberate intervention – change 

in the learning environment – can influence self-ideas and classroom language 

learning motivation over time. The study produced rich, longitudinal, qualitative 

data illuminating the interaction of learner-internal and -external elements 

influencing the dynamics of classroom language learning motivation. By bringing 

together perspectives from all participants involved in the class group, teacher and 

students, it worked to develop a holistic understanding of language learning 
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motivation in the classroom setting.  

Third, this study contributes to theoretical understandings of how 

complex systems theory can be used as a lens to examine classrooms as dynamic 

motivational systems. The study uses the case of one language classroom to 

develop a complex representation of motivation as dynamic and dependent on 

interactions at different levels. While it considers the unique nature of 

individualised development of motivation, the study also applies metaphors and 

theorising about the properties of complex systems to understand classroom 

language learning motivation as emergent from the relations between members of 

the class group and their experiences. Through its focus on one class group, the 

study pushes forward the agenda for classroom language learning motivation 

research by illustrating how conceptualising classrooms as complex systems might 

extend understandings of motivational dynamics. 

 

10.6 Iteration 

Through this exploration of language learning motivation in one class group, the 

student participants, I, the teacher-researcher/writer, and you, the reader, have 

changed and will continue to change as the systems of which we are part interact 

with the thinking brought about by this research process. This undertaking has 

altered my ways of thinking and conceptions to this point, and has also affected my 

notions of future possibility. These notions will, in turn, affect my present actions 

such that there is dynamic iteration of the person/researcher I was, am, and may 

be. 
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As my supervisor astutely reminded me in writing this chapter, “It’s got to 

end somewhere!” This is that point. Although I have already drawn on the 

following extract in a previous chapter, I wish one of the student participants to 

have the last word. He sums up my thoughts about this research process with 

clarity: 

At first my image was hazy. I hadn’t thought about that kind of myself [jibun] before. By 

coming to be conscious of that kind of thing, I was able to turn my eyes to the future. 

Even now the image is still hazy, and I don’t really know about the future. But now, there 

is a me who is doing his best to make an image. I can really feel that even just through 

that, it’s different from the me before. (Taku, LJ Reflection 2, 9/2/2012) 
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Appendix B: Institution research permission form 

 

 

 

 

私、＿＿＿＿＿＿＿＿＿＿＿＿＿＿は、****高等専門学校校長として、計画されている

研究について十分に説明を受け、以下の範囲で行うことを承諾します。 

日付：＿＿＿＿＿＿＿＿＿＿＿＿＿＿＿ 

署名：＿＿＿＿＿＿＿＿＿＿＿＿＿＿＿ 

 

(I, ______________________________, Principal of **** National College of 

Technology, after receiving sufficient explanation of the proposed research, do hereby 

give my permission for the research to be undertaken in the range stated below. 

Date: ______________________________ 

Signature: __________________________) 

 

 目的: 自己イメージとモチベーションの関係について調べること。 

(Purpose) (The investigation of relation between images of self and motivation) 

 期限: 平成 23年 4月 1日から平成 24年 3月 1日まで。 

(Period) (From 2011/04/01 to 2012/3/1) 

 適用範囲: 1年 4組の英語表現 A・Bの授業 ・ ホームルーム 

(Scope) (Class 1-4 English Expression A & B lessons, homeroom periods) 

 方法: 学生の抱く「自己の将来イメージ」を具体化しながら、アンケート調査を行う。 

(Method) 

(Whilst conducting a range of activities proposed as making a future 

possible-self image more concrete, written data will be collected from 

participants) 

  

 担当教員: 

Richard Sampson (サンプソン・リチャード) 

一般教科・***学 

電話：***-***-**** 

email: sampson@***.******.ac.jp 

  
 

  

調査承諾書 

(Institution Research Permission) 

2011 年度 
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Appendix C: Participant information sheet and consent form (English) 

Classroom Application of the L2 Motivational Self System 

Participant Information Sheet 

 

Dear caregivers and students, 

 

This year, I would like to work together with the students from class 1-4 to develop 

more relevant and motivating English learning activities and lessons, through both 

‘English Expression’ lessons and homeroom periods. As part of this endeavour, I would 

like to collect written data from students relating to their perceptions of motivation 

through these activities, and their ideas about a future self using English in some way. 

This will also form part of my doctoral studies. A concise outline of the research is set 

out below. 

 

Purpose: Investigation of the relation between images of self and 

motivation. 

  

Period: From 2011/4/1 to 2012/3/1 

  

Method: Whilst conducting a range of activities proposed as making a 

future possible-self image more concrete, written data will be 

collected from participants. 

  

Benefits: Motivation to learn will be fostered through EFL lessons and 

homeroom periods that focus on development of images of self. 

  

Risks: There is a slight possibility that thinking about the self and 

sharing ideas might make some participants feel uncomfortable. 

  

Confidentiality 

& Publication 

of Findings: 

Any collected data will be stored in the teacher-researcher’s 

locked office, in a locked filing cabinet and a 

password-protected computer. It is anticipated that findings 

related to this research may be published, but in the event of 
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presentation of results any identifying details regarding students, 

such as names or student numbers, will not be attached to data. 

  

Participation: Right of participation is free. It is possible to withdraw without 

penalty at any time during the course of the research. If you wish 

to withdraw data, you must notify the teacher-researcher by the 

5
th

 week of the study (week ending 20 May, 2011). If you wish 

to withdraw, please notify me directly. 

  

Contact: If you have any queries about this research at any time, please 

contact: 

Richard Sampson //  

tel：***-***-**** // email: sampson@***.******.ac.jp 

 

As part of Australian research ethics, I’m afraid that I must bother you by asking for 

your written consent to (students) take part in the research / (caregivers) consent to the 

students taking part in the research. After reading this outline, if you are willing to 

consent to participation, please sign the accompanying consent form and give it directly 

to me. 

 

I’m terribly sorry to bother you with such a request, but I feel that participation will help 

to create more meaningful English learning for both current and future students at **** 

Kosen. 

 

Most appreciatively,  

 

 

Richard Sampson 

Lecturer in ***** 
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Classroom Application of the L2Motivational Self System        Consent Form 

 We (the participant and caregiver) have read and understood the participant 

information sheet and the consent form. Any questions we have asked have been 

satisfactorily answered. 

 We have been informed that the participant may withdraw at any time without 

adverse effects. We agree that in the event of withdrawal after the 5
th

 week of the 

project (week ending 20 May 2011) the teacher-researcher may keep any collected 

data. 

 We understand that it is anticipated that findings related to this research project 

may be published, and we agree that the data provided by the participant during 

the project may be presented in academic publications or in conference reports, on 

condition that the presented data is completely anonymous. 

 We understand the purpose of the research project and the participant’s 

involvement. 

 We understand that written information will be collected from participants during 

the study. We understand that this data will be stored electronically on the 

teacher-researcher’s password protected computer. 

 We have been informed that if we have any concerns or queries regarding the 

research then we may contact the teacher-researcher directly. We further 

understand that if we have concerns about the way in which the research is being 

conducted and do not wish to contact the teacher-researcher directly, we may 

contact **** sub-homeroom teacher. 

 

Name of participant: __________________________________________ 

Participant signature: __________________________________________ 

Date: __________________________________________ 

I (the caregiver of the participant) have discussed this project with the 

participant and agree to their participation. 

Caregiver signature: __________________________________________ 

Date: __________________________________________ 

Name of researcher: Richard Sampson                              

Researcher signature: ___________________________________________ 

Date: ___________________________________________ 
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Appendix D: List of English learning strategies emergent from student group 

Reading 

Change base-language of computer to English. 

Read a book I’ve already read in Japanese in English. 

Read books in English in the order: children’s level, elementary-school level, 

junior-high school level, adult level. 

Read picture books. 

Think about the meaning of English signs. 

Read aloud. 

Read some story I already know in English (e.g., traditional Japanese folktales). 

Anyway, read lots and lots. 

Read a foreign magazine relating to my hobby. 

Try reading without caring about the meaning of every single word. 

Play a [videogame] role-playing game in English. 

 

Writing 

Write the class diary in English (get a response in English from the teacher). 

Use grammar I’ve learnt in the grammar lessons to write my own sentences. 

Write my blog in English. 

Do Twitter in English. 

Write about my everyday life. 

Make a vocabulary book. 

Make a foreign pen-friend, write email in English. 

Write about my everyday life using words I’ve studied. 

Write a diary in English. 

 

Speaking 

While I’m doing various things at home, say what I’m doing aloud in English. 

Sing English songs at karaoke. 

Use Skype to talk with foreigners (make a friend). 
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Speak about my day in English for one minute every day before sleeping. 

Talk with someone from overseas (e.g., Mr. Sampson). 

Go overseas. 

At school, talk about what I’m doing in English with a friend. 

Try speaking using what I’ve learnt in General English lessons. 

Go to Kyoto! 

 

Listening 

Listen to English CDs (whilst looking at the lyrics). 

Watch my favourite movie in English. 

Watch a foreign movie listening to English and reading English subtitles. 

Listen to Mr. Sampson’s English. 

Listen to English radio. 

Watch ‘NHK News 7’ in English (changing the voice channel from Japanese to 

English). 

Whilst studying, read English words aloud. 

Watch the same movie [in English] many times. 

Watch the same series of movies [e.g., Harry Potter] in English. 

Use a smart-phone application to listen to Japanese news in English. 
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Appendix E: Mid-year questionnaire and results (English) 

You have been writing your ideas and reflections in your Learning Journal about ‘English 

activities’ and ‘activities for thinking about English study’ done during English Expression 

lessons and Homeroom periods. Below are the most prevalent themes from this class’s 

Learning Journals. Please read the statements and check the box that is applicable for your 

perceptions. If you have any comments, please write them in the space below each 

statement. Thank you!  
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When I’m doing English activities and I 

succeed, my motivation goes up. 

17 

(42.5%) 

19 

(47.5%) 

4 

(10%) 
0 0 0 

When I’m doing English activities I can 

interact with other students, so my 

motivation goes up. 

9 

(22.5%) 

17 

(42.5%) 

10 

(25%) 

4 

(10%) 
0 0 

I have an image of “myself using English 

in the future.” 

5 

(12.5%) 

5 

(12.5%) 

10 

(25%) 

9 

(22.5%) 

10 

(25%) 

1 

(2.5%) 

When I’m doing English activities, I have 

thought that there is a gap between 

“myself now” and “myself using English 

in the future.” 

7 

(17.5%) 

12 

(30%) 

10 

(25%) 

4 

(10%) 

6 

(15%) 

1 

(2.5%) 

I am thinking concretely of what I can do 

to become “myself using English in the 

future.” 

3 

(7.5%) 

14 

(35%) 

8 

(20%) 

7 

(17.5%) 

4 

(10%) 

4 

(10%) 

When I’m doing English activities, I look 

at other students and think, “I ought to 

study more.” 

15 

(37.5%) 

16 

(40%) 

4 

(10%) 

4 

(10%) 

1 

(2.5%) 
0 

When I’m doing English activities, I look 

at other students and think, “I want to 

study more.” 

4 

(10%) 

13 

(32.5%) 

13 

(32.5%) 

8 

(20%) 

2 

(5%) 
0 

When I hear other people (students / 

teachers) talking about studying English, 

I think, “I ought to study more.” 

13 

(32.5%) 

12 

(30%) 

11 

(27.5%) 

4 

(10%) 
0 0 
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When I hear other people (students / 

teachers) talking about studying English, 

I think, “I want to study more.” 

7 

(17.5%) 

7 

(17.5%) 

16 

(40%) 

7 

(17.5%) 

3 

(7.5%) 
0 

Through English activities (in EE / HR) 

my image of “myself using English in the 

future” has become more concrete. 

2 

(5%) 

8 

(20%) 

12 

(30%) 

13 

(32.5%) 

5 

(12.5%) 
0 

My own ‘motivation to study English’ 

changes day by day. 

10 

(25%) 

11 

(27.5%) 

10 

(25%) 

8 

(20%) 
0 

1 

(2.5%) 
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Appendix F: End-year questionnaire and results (English) 

You wrote your ideas and reflections in your Learning Journal about ‘English activities’ and 

‘activities for thinking about English study’ done during English Expression lessons and 

Homeroom periods. Below are the most prevalent themes from this class’s Learning 

Journals. Please read the statements and check the box that is applicable for your 

perceptions. If you have any comments, please write them in the space below each 

statement. Thank you! 
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When I’m doing English activities and I 

succeed doing a difficult task, my 

motivation goes up. 

10 

(25.5%) 

11 

(27.5%) 

10 

(25.5%) 

7 

(17.5%) 

2 

(5%) 
0 

When I’m doing English activities I can 

interact with other students, so my 

motivation goes up. 

8 

(20%) 

22 

(55%) 

10 

(25%) 
0 0 0 

I have an image of “myself using English 

in the future.” 

5 

(12.5%) 

7 

(17.5%) 

18 

(45%) 

4 

(10%) 

6 

(15%) 
0 

My motivation goes up when I study 

being conscious of the image of “myself 

using English in the future.” 

6 

(15%) 

11 

(27.5%) 

13 

(32.5%) 

8 

(20%) 

2 

(5%) 
0 

When I’m doing English activities, I have 

thought that there is a gap between 

“myself now” and “myself using English 

in the future.” 

13 

(32.5%) 

14 

(35%) 

9 

(22.5%) 

3 

(7.5%) 
0 

1 

(2.5%) 

I am thinking concretely of what I can do 

to become “myself using English in the 

future.” 

3 

(7.5%) 

12 

(30%) 

13 

(32.5%) 

7 

(17.5%) 

3 

(7.5%) 

2 

(5%) 

Through English activities (in EE / HR) 

my image of “myself using English in the 

future” has become more concrete. 

5 

(12.5%) 

13 

(32.5%) 

16 

(40%) 

6 

(15%) 
0 0 

When I’m doing English activities, I look 

at other students and think, “I ought to 

19 

(47.5%) 

14 

(35%) 

7 

(17.5%) 
0 0 0 
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study more.” 

When I’m doing English activities, I look 

at other students and think, “I want to 

study more.” 

7 

(17.5%) 

12 

(30%) 

13 

(32.5%) 

6 

(15%) 

2 

(5%) 
0 

When I hear other people (students / 

teachers) talking about studying English, 

I think, “I ought to study more.” 

19 

(47.5%) 

16 

(40%) 

4 

(10%) 

1 

(2.5%) 
0 0 

When I hear other people (students / 

teachers) talking about studying English, 

I think, “I want to study more.” 

8 

(20%) 

13 

(32.5%) 

10 

(25%) 

6 

(15%) 

3 

(7.5%) 
0 

When I’m studying English, my 

motivation goes up when I feel “this 

study has a connection to myself now.” 

10 

(25%) 

14 

(35%) 

16 

(40%) 
0 0 0 

When I think about getting rid of fears 

for my future, my motivation goes up. 

5 

(12.5%) 

11 

(27.5%) 

17 

(42.5%) 

5 

(12.5%) 

1 

(2.5%) 

1 

(2.5%) 

When my emotions are stirred by an 

activity, my motivation goes up. 

8 

(20%) 

18 

(45%) 

6 

(15%) 

8 

(20%) 
0 0 

My own ‘motivation to study English’ 

changes day by day. 

16 

(40%) 

13 

(32.5%) 

11 

(27.5%) 
0 0 0 

My own ‘motivation to study English’ is 

influenced by the motivation of other 

people (students, teachers) on that day. 

7 

(17.5%) 

14 

(35%) 

11 

(27.5%) 

6 

(15%) 

1 

(2.5%) 

1 

(2.5%) 

 


