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Abstract

Engaging and motivating students is always a key factor for successful learning. In
educational systems where English is compulsory, such as the case in Taiwan,
learners may struggle hopelessly for the duration of their academic lives. Dornyei
(2005) builds on the psychological theory of possible selves to develop a new
conceptualisation of L2 motivation, the ‘L2 Motivational Self System’, with the
central concept of the ideal self, which refers to the representation of the attributes
that someone would ideally like to possess. While Ryan (2009) reported in his
quantitative study that the ideal L2 self had the more direct relationship with
motivated behavior, this study aims to conduct a qualitative study emphasizing the
power of imagination in potentially motivating EFL (English as a Foreign Language)
learners in the pursuit of the ideal L2 self. The pedagogical implications from this
study were discussed as well.
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Introduction

English is considered the most widely used international language of the world in
which learners’ capability benefit them for effective communication in international
contexts. In addition to the native speakers, many more learners are using it as a

second language (ESL) or foreign language (EFL).

According to the context in Taiwan, English is learned as a foreign language (EFL)
and has been a compulsory subject in junior and senior high schools for decades. It
has then been mandated as a regular subject taught to grade five and six students in
elementary schools since 2001, and advanced to the lower grades since 2005. Besides
the formal education, many students have spent extra hours studying English at

language programs.

However, in spite of the significant progression to English education, it is commonly
taken as a subject to study rather than a foreign language to learn. As the
consequences of the examination-orientated education system and the lack of
language contact in EFL context, students study hard on this subject mainly for the

purpose of entrance examinations for senior high schools and colleges.

Moreover, the methods in the classroom are still conventional such as teacher’s
lectures and students’ note-taking. Such traditional teacher-student relationship leads
to domination and oppression through silencing students’ knowledge and experiences
(Freire, 2000; Sawyer, 2006; Vygotsky, 2004; Wenger, 1998). The teacher in the
classroom is the figure of authority to transfer the knowledge of language on the
surface structural level instead of the social and cultural levels. In this aspect, students

tend to learn English passively by rule-bounded rote learning.

This study aims to explore whether interactive classroom activities can foster learners’

imagination and motivation in English learning or not.

L2 Motivation

Motivation “energizes” human behavior and “gives it direction” (Dornyei, 1998, p.
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117) and is a significant dimension in language learning (Gardner, 1985; Gardner et al.
2004). A large spectrum of theories covers many variables that affect student
motivation in the second language (L2) classroom. In the field of second and foreign
language education, Gardner and Lambert’s (1972) social psychological model served
as a dominant framework for investigating L2 learners’ motivation for some decades.
In the 1990s, core issues during the process-oriented period on motivation research
increasingly turned to practical questions of how motivation might be initiated,
influenced, supported, or sustained. Attention has focused on the interaction between
the learning situation (e.g., instructional techniques, classroom environment,
interpersonal relations), and individual motivational cognitions and behaviors (e.g.,
goals, attitudes, beliefs, processing of experience, self-regulatory strategies) (Dornyei,
2002).

In recent years, research on language learning motivation has shown a growing
interest in the close relationship between learners’ motivational experiences and
identity processes, and the non-linear, relational view of motivation, self and context
(Dornyei & Ushioda, 2011; Ushioda, 2009). There is increasing recognition in L2
research that mixed methods approaches can help to capture more of the complexity
and dynamic of the issues under investigation (Dornyei, 2007). In particular, the
investigation of contextual factors and individual-contextual interactions is likely to
entail triangulation of multiple forms of data from diverse points of view with current
moves toward more socio-dynamic perspectives on motivation. Therefore, in order to
obtain a rich holistic analysis of motivation-in-context, interviews with teachers and
students, classroom observations, classroom interaction data, focus group discussions,

learner journals, written narratives, etc., have received more and more attention.

Motivation researchers view possible selves as future self-guides that reflect “a
dynamic, forward-pointing conception that can explain how someone is moved from
the present to the future” (Dornyei, 2009, p. 11). Future self-guides act as powerful
motivators for L2 learning (Csizér and Kormos, 2009; Ryan, 2009; Taguchi et al.,
2009). They further believe that people are motivated to fill the gap between their
actual, ideal, and ought-to selves (Higgins, 1987). Drawing from possible selves
theory (Markus & Nurius, 1986) and self discrepancy theory (Higgins, 1987), Dornyei
(2005, 2009) developed the concept of the L2 Motivational Self System. The
framework is composed of three components, namely the ideal L2 self, the ought-to

L2 self, and the L2 learning experience. The L2 selves have a future dimension in that



The Asian Conference on Education 2013
Official Conference Proceedings Osaka, Japan

they embody an image of oneself in a future state. This future image guides present
actions and is considered a powerful source of motivation. The other component in
this theory is L2 learning experience. This component concerns factors related to the
immediate learning environment and experience and is thus more situation specific.
The L2 self model presents a rethinking of the notions of integrative and instrumental
motivations and allows a more situated approach to the complexity and diversity of

L2 learners’ motivational orientations and learning contexts.

Ryan (2009) proposed an interpretation of L2 motivation based on the concept of the
ideal L2 self as a possible means of developing an understanding of language learning
motivation that is comprehensive and robust enough to be applicable to a wide range
of language learning contexts yet with the capacity to remain sensitive to specific
situations and individual idiosyncrasies. The findings in his study provide strong
empirical backing for calls to reinterpret L2 motivation from a self perspective. The
ideal L2 self variable demonstrates itself to have the more direct relationship with
motivated behavior. Integrativeness may exist in many contexts but it does so as part
of a broader concept of ideal L2 self, which is proved to be a more precise
measurement. For those involved in learning contexts where the function and purpose
of second language education is not always about communication with the L2

community, this represents an important breakthrough.

Csizér and Kormos (2009) investigated the effects of the ideal and ought-to L2 selves
on Hungarian foreign language learners’ motivated learning behavior by means of
structural equation modelling. The models indicated that motivated learning behavior
was partly determined by the ideal L2 self, i.e., the extent to which students could
imagine themselves as competent language users in the future. The other important
determinant of language learning effort was the dimension of language learning
experiences, which finding suggests that motivational forces originating from the
language classroom have great influence on how much effort students are willing to
invest in language learning, and highlights the importance of motivational teaching
practice (Dornyei, 2001a). The main determinants of the students’ self-concept were
international posture, knowledge orientation, language learning experiences and
parental encouragement. Students’ ought-to L2 self was found to be socially
constructed as parental encouragement was the only factor with a significant
contribution towards this type of self. The role of the ought-to L2 self seemed to be

marginal because of the weak contribution to shaping students’ learning behavior. The
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students’ idealized images of themselves were influenced by language learning
experiences and their attitudes towards English as an international language. This
research underlines the importance of self-concept in affecting motivated behavior
and shows that self-regulated learning is hardly possible unless students have a

positive image of themselves as users of another language.

Cheng and Dornyei (2007) conducted a large-scale empirical survey by a modified
replication of the Dornyei and Csizér’s study in 1998. 387 Taiwanese teachers of
English were asked to rate a list of comprehensive motivational strategies in terms of
(1) how much importance they attached to these and (2) how often they implemented
them in their teaching practice. The results in this study show that there is a certain
amount of resemblance to the list of motivational macrostrategies generated by
Dornyei and Csizér’s survey among Hungarian English teachers, indicating that some
motivational strategies are transferable across diverse cultural and ethnolinguistic
contexts. Warden and Lin (2000) reported a “required motivation”, reflecting

culturally valued and internalized motivation to meet social and parental expectations.

It has been increasingly recognized that traditional, quantitative approaches to
research on L2 motivation may not effectively capture this dynamic and complex
construct. Thus a number of researchers (e.g. Lamb, 2009; Spolsky, 2000; Ushioda,
2001, 2009) advocate the use of qualitative approaches to data collection and analysis.
For example, Ushioda’s (2001, 2009) cross-sectional study of university learners of
French explored qualitative changes and development in learners’ thoughts and
beliefs and how they shaped learners’ engagement in their language learning activity.
Ushioda concluded that motivation changes can be the result of both internal and
external factors to the individual, and other elements of the language learner’s reality

should be considered alongside the language learning.

Social Constructivism in EFL Education

Education deals with multilayer learning which are contextual. Learning is a matter of
creating meaning, and the important thing is to be sensitive to the context. During the
1980s and early 1990s social constructivism proposed enhancing discursive
interaction and dialogue within the classroom context and emphasized the importance

of focusing instruction on the learner’s cognitive, emotional and social
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meaning-making processes(Cobb, 1994; Karagiorgi & Symeou, 2005; Pedersen & Liu,
2003; Tobin, 1993). It has contributed to more student-centered classrooms in which
instruction strategies from teachers can enhance students’ engagement in reflective
thinking, experiential learning, collaborative learning, open-ended inquiry, rich-task
activities and problem-posing-and-solving approaches in the learning process.
Meaning is waiting to be discovered by the learner’s employment of interpretative
procedures, in which knowledge is constructed. Knowledge constructed this way is in
accordance with Vygotsky’s approach which emphasizes personal sense and the

creative process of knowledge construction.

According to Vygotsky (1986), language is a tool one uses in collaboration with other
individuals to shape his/her world. It is used for social and meaning-making activities,
through which we reflect our thoughts, identities and selves. In a social constructivism
language classroom, learners are granted a greater chance to experience, interpret, and
use language in its more creative aspects. They are also more likely to discover the
connection between language and emotions, language and culture, language and
themselves (Carter, 2007; Hewitt, 2008; Karagiorgi & Symeou, 2005). In the field of
foreign language learning, in which affective variables and cross cultural factors are
diverse, the learning process becomes more complex. According to Gardner and
Maclntyre (1993), affects such as self-esteem, inhibition, anxiety, and motivation, are
emotionally relevant characteristics of the individual and may influence how he/she
will respond to any situation. Among the affective factors, learners’ motivation is
regarded as the most influential factor in their ability to go through the process of

foreign language learning.

Dewey (1938) promoted a model of education premised on the belief that students
become more engaged in meaningful learning if their individual interests and real life
experiences are reflected in the curriculum. In addition, new learning theories
emphasize the importance of learners’ participation and engagement in activities of
communities of practice (Sawyer, 2006; Wenger, 1998). The central goals of these
practices are to afford learners the chance to participate actively rather than receive
knowledge passively, and to create environments where learners may increase
interaction and control over their learning, and that in turn makes the learning
personally meaningful. Through the active participation and meaningful engagement,
learners can learn deeper knowledge when they engage in activities that are related to

the everyday activities. Therefore, teaching and learning would tend to be
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constructive and collaborative—very different from the traditional approach which
positions the teacher as the transmitter of knowledge and students as receivers in a

hierarchical framework.

While English is considered the most widely used international language of the world
in which learners’ English capability benefits them for effective communication in
international contexts, what would the learning situations be like in an English

classroom, especially when English is learned as a foreign language (EFL)?

Imagination in Language Classroom

Imagination is the capacity to invent new realities, perhaps new worlds. It is the
ability to look at things as if they could be otherwise. Earlier studies in the field of
education appreciated the value of imagination (Egan, 2005; Greene, 1995; Heath,
2008; Vygotsky, 2004). It is one of the most important cognitive capacities for
learning in that it permits us to give credence to alternative realities (Greene, 1995;
Harris, 2000; Heath, 2008). Trotman (2006) explained that imagination is an essential
human capacity in various activities such as the pursuit of creativity and innovation,

the symbolic expression of ideas, and critical thinking.

Van (2009) reviewed six approaches of literary analysis, in which reader-response
approach encourages students to draw on their personal experiences, opinions, and
feelings in their interpretation of the literary text. The reader-response approach
emphasizes the reader’s active rather than passive involvement in the task of text
reading. It makes an important contribution to learning by activating students’
background knowledge so they can better predict and decode the language and themes
of texts. The other advantage of the reader-response approach is that emotional
reactions and the imagination as well from reading a story, poem, or play can be

harnessed for classroom instruction.

Savvidou (2004) proposed the personal growth model of teaching literature to fit in an
EFL/ESL program. This model has the potential to meet the goals of enhancing

language learning and cultural awareness, and to bring about personal development
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through the learner’s imagination and interaction with the text, feelings, ideas and
opinions. As Cadorath and Harris pointed out (1998, p.188) "text itself has no
meaning, it only provides direction for the reader to construct meaning from the
reader's own experience". Thus, learning is to take place when learners are able to
interpret text and construct meaning on the basis of their own experience. Such
learning process makes connections between learners’ personal and cultural
experiences and those expressed in the text, thus encourages imagination and

creativity.

Ishiki (2011) collected and analyzed EFL learners’ metaphors with participant
observation and interviews in order to better understand their rationales behind. The
results of the study revealed that the imagined self has a great impact upon learners’
metaphors as it serves as a driving force to master English. All participants of the
study regard learning English as hardship or challenge. However, by setting a goal of
how they want to be in the future, they strive to master English since they see it as a
pre-requisite for their future success. Students’ notion of imagined self serves as a

catalyst to challenge and cope with their metaphors.

The Study

Participants

Fifty two students taking the Freshman English offered by the second author
were participating in the study. Freshman English is a required course for all students
and lasts for two consecutive semesters. It is scheduled for three hours every week.
Curriculum details such as the course content, textbook selection, and assessment
procedures are designed by the instructor. The students have been learning English as
a foreign language (EFL) for at least eight years of formal education, starting at the

fifth grade in the elementary schools.

However, as the results of the long history of the examination based education
system in Taiwan and the lack-of-environment EFL context, students do not learn
English in environments where it is used as the medium of everyday communication;
rather, it is studied for examination. Exam requirements appear to motivate Taiwanese

EFL learners more effectively than other orientations (Warden & Lin, 2000).
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Satisfying a requirement becomes a major reason for students to participate in the
language classroom (Chang, 2001). ‘Dullness’ is a major characteristic of the typical
language classroom due to the ‘parrot learning’ and grammar-translation instruction
(Wang, 2002).

Method

The research method was qualitative, using classroom observations, documents,
and journal entries as tools. In addition, open-ended questions and interviews with the
focal students were conducted to gather more specific information on their

experiences and perceptions of motivation and EFL learning experience.

Among the four approaches to interview, namely informal interviewing,
unstructured interviewing, semistructured interviewing, and structured interviewing,
semistructured interviewing is considered the most appropriate type. It is based on the
use of an interview guide (Bernard, 2000). The advantage of an interview guide is that
the interviewer can make the best use of the limited time available in an interview
situation (Patton, 1990).

The semi-structured interview consisted of the following guiding questions: (a)
the students’ motivation perception in EFL learning, (b) personal learning experiences
and evaluation of class activities, (c) the impact of the imagination stimulation on
their learning motivation, (d) suggestions for the teacher in the program. Interviews
were conducted individually and took place in the teacher’s office, lasting about half
an hour for each interview. To facilitate students’ expression, the interviews were

conducted in Chinese.
Data Collection and Analyses

In this study, data were collected in several ways, including students’ responses
to questionnaires, interviews, performances in class, as well as the researchers’
observation (Creswell, 2002; Johnson and Onwuegbuzie, 2004). By answering the
questions in the questionnaire, students could also reflect and evaluate their own

learning processes and the extent of motivation effect on learning.
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Furthermore, researchers could explore and clarify hidden or unclear information
based on the answers to the open-ended questions when further interviewing the focal
students in order to precisely discover their perceptions and experiences. The
teacher-researcher also kept a teaching journal to record her observation about the
class activities, e.g., students’ participation, interaction, collaboration, and the
contingencies. To ensure the credibility of the research, the strategies of triangulation
from multiple sources, prolonged engagement, and persistent observation were
applied in this study. To protect the respondents’ identities, pseudonyms were created

for use throughout the study.

Key Findings

This study conducted a qualitative study emphasizing the power of imagination
in potentially motivating EFL learners in English classroom. Various activities were
designed, including group performance and discussion, pair practice, individual

reflection, and class discussion.

More Interaction with Peers and Instructor

The study stressed on the aspect of interpersonal relations by providing students the
chance to design their group show, which engaged each member in the group to
brain-storm and collaborate with each other in order to conjure up unique ideas for
their show. In this way, not only can students improve their relations with each other,
but the instructor also keep good relationship with the students by showing respect

and receptiveness. One of the students responded as below,

| like the atmosphere in English class. The teacher is very nice and active.
She always encourages us to express ourselves. We have a lot of chances to
talk, discuss with our members. We not only know each other better, but
also learn from each other. | feel like learning English more and more.

It was a showcase of mutual understanding as the students perceived the climate and

the interaction with peers and the instructor in the classroom as friendly and

encouraging, which enabled them to adapt their normal fears and decrease their

10
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anxiety. This interactive environment also allowed the students to collaborate, share
responsibility to achieve common goals, and take the responsibility for their own

learning.

Dornyei (2003) noted that “a positive interpersonal/affective disposition toward the
L2 group, and the desire to interact with . . . to be the primary force responsible for
enhancing or hindering intercultural communication and affiliation” (p. 5). This
interactional focus considerably influenced students’ attitudes and behavior. While
students were encouraged to interact with their peers, the researchers observed that
they could relief their anxiety with the help from their members. They seemed more
excited and started sharing their thoughts on what they had learned during the class.
English was considered less a subject and score-orientation but a tool through which

they used to achieve their goals.

I am thankful that my group members help me a lot. Before, | studied
English all by myself for taking so many tests. | put all my attention on
questions and answers. Now | learn English with my friends and | know
there are not just the standard answers but many possibilities. | can
imagine the possible situations in real life and learn to make a decision
through them. And | can imagine my future with positive ideas.

Dornyei, and Csizér (1998) reported commandments for motivating language learners,
including a personal model of the teacher, relaxed and pleasant class atmosphere,
proper tasks, good teacher-student relationships, increasing learners’ confidence, and
so on (p. 215). Taking care of all the commandments contribute to learners’ positive

experiences in learning a foreign language impacts their confidence in using it.

The Power of Imagination and Creative Learning

The researchers utilized various activities and materials to elicit students’ imagination.
For instance, the instructor designated the group show with the guiding description as
“Please use your imagination, creativity, enthusiasm....., to make a unique, marvelous,
outstanding, terrific...., group show. My only requirements are: use at least some
English in your show and inspire us to learn more. Thank you!” Unlike the

conventional guidance which sets distinct rules, the description of this activity tended

11
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to place the least restriction so the students could activate their extreme imagination

and came out of all possible creativity.

These activities motivated me to learn and challenged me to think in more

creative ways and stimulate my imagination. | like this way of learning. At

first, | was shy because my English is very poor. But | found | could use

many simple sentences to communicate with my classmates. We even used

a lot of body language. It’s interesting. And one group even wrote an

English song with Chinese melody and they sang it so well. It is fantastic.
Although the students’ English proficiency seemed limited, their willingness to
communicate was not deterred in the process of group performance and discussion.
MacIntyre et al. (1998) confirmed that the behavior of one’s willingness to
communicate might be influenced by a number of learner and situational factors such
as communication anxiety, personality trait of introversion and extroversion, and
interactional contexts, and so on. The group works in this study proved to bring
positive effect to the learners that they could lower down their anxiety and raising
confidence in using English. Cooperative learning enables students to polish their
imagination and creativity in the caring and supportive learning atmosphere and also

increases the learning motivation accordingly.

The researchers also applied movies to stimulate students’ imagination and reflection.
For example, after watching “Peaceful Warrior”, the students were encouraged to
activate their imagination to play the roles and rewrite part of the plot in the movie. In
their journal they also reflected they were inspired and encouraged by the actors. They
learned a lot from the movie and learned to know themselves better, which projected

to the transitions to new life phases.

I never seriously think about who | am. What am | going to do? | just
studied so hard for so many years and kept this learning in the college. But
now | start to think about “me” and my future. | know it might be very
difficult for me to reach the goals, but | learn from the movie that it is the
journey, the process, that | can grow to be more mature.

Williams (1994) argued that learning a foreign language involves far more than
simply skills or a system of rules, or a grammar. In addition, it involves an alteration

in self-image, the adoption of new social and cultural behaviors and ways of being

12
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and, therefore, has a significant impact on the social nature of the learner.

Autonomous Learning and Deeper Meaning in Learning

Students were encouraged to keep journals because they could not only reflect upon
but also internalize what they had learned and how they learned it in the class.
Dornyei (2001b) suggested that internalised motives are more likely to have a long
term impact on L2 learning. Watkins (2000) argued that reflection may enhance
learning by providing learners with the chances to check and evaluate what they have
done and it should be a skill to be developed over a period of time. It is true that not
many students could write good journals. During the course of the study the
researchers noticed that most of the students were not used to this practice. But for
those who did keep doing this, they became more conscious of what is happening to

them through dialoging with their inner selves.

When | read my journal and recall all the memories | recorded during this
semester, | was so surprised and excited about what | have done and
thought. Just like the sentences | wrote here from the movie “Peaceful
Warrior”--- “This moment is the only thing that matters. The journey is
what brings us happiness not the destination.” | am very happy with all
these moments in my journal and | know | will be more focused in learning.

Her experience brought to light an important fact that the effect of reflecting upon
one’s learning can be prolonged by keeping a journal. Students could also evaluate
their own learning needs and determine practical learning goals, facilitated by their
teacher and peers. Moon (2004) proposed that reflection fosters deeper learning and
achievement of more complex and integrated knowledge structures. In a context
where the educational system provides very little opportunities for student reflection,
we would suggest that the students should be provided with more opportunities to
reflect upon their learning experiences from the class and writing them down.
Engaging in such meaning-making practices may nurture students’ development of

personal identity and empower them as a unique individual.

13
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Ideal Self and Ideal L2 Self

In answering to questions of how they perceive their EFL learning motivation and the
relationship between their English proficiency and their future life, most students
replied that English was a subject they were required to study and they could not
relate it for the future use. However, data collected from classroom observation of
students’ participation, journal reflection, and interviews reveal the change of some
students’ thought, attitude, and behavior. The results show that motivation is defined
not in terms of measurable attitudes, effort or behavior, but in terms of how learners
think about their relevant learning experience, and how their thinking affects their
motivation and engagement in the learning process. Qualitative interview studies by
Williams et al. (2001), and Ushioda (1996a, 2001), for example, have also provided a
rich source of insights into causal attributional processes shaping learner
motivation—that is, how L2 learners make sense of positive or negative outcomes in
their learning experience, and how their thinking then shapes subsequent motivated

engagement in learning.

Our results reveal that how students see themselves as future language users might
change through the period of time. In line with Dornyei and Otto’s (1998) process
model of motivation, we should bear in mind that both the ideal and ought-to L2 self
might also be subject to changes in students’ language learning history. We also call
for a need for a more education centered approach, examining classroom reality and

identifying classroom specific motives.

Conclusion

The EFL learners in Taiwan have limited contact with native English users and almost
no need for English proficiency for daily communication. The researchers in this
study aimed to explore whether interactive classroom activities can stimulate learners’

imagination and foster their motivation in English learning or not.
The study has identified many instances when students benefitted individually as well

as collectively from their engagement with various activities applied in the class. The

key findings from students’ learning process include more interaction with peers and

14
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instructor, creative thinking and imagination, autonomous and deeper meaning in
learning, and the future image of ideal self and ideal L2 self. The findings also
revealed that these activities and materials in the class were effective and successful
in generating students’ imagination in EFL learning by calling their attention to the
multiple perspectives of the imagined future selves, fostering the interaction,

interpersonally and intrapersonally, and motivating learners in the process of learning.

In addition, certain aspects of teacher behavior and teacher—student relations were
identified as significant in shaping students’ intrinsic motivation. For example, the
instructor adopted a supportive communicative style and provided informational
feedback on students’ learning, which was likely to reinforce students’ enjoyment of
learning. This finding has been mirrored in research exploring connections between
L2 motivation and learner autonomy (Ushioda, 1996b, 2003). More generally, these

may serve for implications of relevant theory and research on L2 motivation.
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