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Abstract

This review introduces and compares two often utilized motivation theories in L2 studies: the
self-determination theory and the L2 motivational self system. After introducing the basic
tenets of the theories, the paper discusses some clarifications that might benefit future research,
particularly on the following points: (a) theoretical as well as methodological development of
the construct of external regulation and introjected regulation; and (b) thorough investigations

of the relationships between and among the constructs in the two theories.

Introduction

Second/foreign language (hereafter L2) motivation has been an active area of L2 research for
many years. The most utilized include the self-determination theory (SDT; Deci & Ryan, 1985,
2002), which was developed in psychology, and the L2 motivational self system (Déornyei,
2009). While they share certain similarities, each has its strengths and unique perspectives
regarding L2 motivation.

The purpose of this paper is to compare the two theories, including questionnaire items
intended to measure constructs in both, and to discuss some clarifications that might bene-
fit future research. First, I will introduce the basic tenets of these theories and discuss some
common ground they share. Then I will point out two major differences between the two.

Finally, I will discuss some discrepancies in the two theories that future research might explore.



Chika TAKAHASHI

The Self-Determination Theory

The SDT emphasizes the importance of stimulating learners’ interests in learning, internal-
izing values, and their regulatory processes. At the core of the theory is the notion of self-deter-
mination, or internalization of an action, which helps in categorizing different types of motiva-
tion. Motivated actions are postulated to be endorsed by one’s sense of self (self-determined),
and the action is regulated by choice. In such a case, the locus of causality is perceived to be
internal to the self. In contrast, some actions might be controlled (not self-determined), and
therefore the regulatory process is compliance or defiance, with the locus of causality perceived
to be external to the person. By focusing on the degree of self-determination, the regulatory
process, and the perceived locus of causality, motivation is distinguished as intrinsic or extrinsic.

When learners are intrinsically motivated, they engage in an activity because the activity
itself is interesting. Intrinsic motivation represents “the prototype of motivation” (Deci, Valle-
rand, Pelletier, & Ryan, 1991, p. 328), which contrasts with extrinsic motivation.

Not all L2 learners study the L2 because it is interesting, of course. Many do so because
of external contingencies. In such a case, they are extrinsically motivated. Extrinsically moti-
vated behaviors are “engaged in as a means to an end and not for their own sakes” (Vallerand
& Bissonnette, 1992, p. 600).

To further illustrate, the least self-determined (or controlled) type of extrinsic motivation
is external regulation, which involves external contingency such as rewards or punishment.
Learners might start to internalize the regulation (introjected regulation), taking it in but not
accepting it as their own. They engage in L2 learning, for example, so as not to feel guilty or
ashamed. When learners are more self-determined, they engage in an activity because it is
personally important to them, which is known as identified regulation; in this case, learners
engage in an activity willingly because “the regulatory process has become more fully a part of
the self” (Deci et al., 1991, p. 329).

The SDT further deals with the issue of why certain goals or outcomes are desired. It
assumes that human beings “have natural, innate, and constructive tendencies to develop an ever
more elaborated and unified sense of self” (Deci & Ryan, 2002, p. 5). It is postulated in the
theory that human beings engage in behaviors because of three basic psychological needs “that
are inherent in human life” (Deci et al., 1991, p. 327) : competence, relatedness, and autonomy.
Competence refers to a person’s need to feel efficacious in performing an action. Relatedness is
the need to feel that one’s actions are supported and that they are making progress with others.

Autonomy refers to one’s need to make a choice for themselves without feeling coerced. When
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these needs are satisfied, human beings are postulated to become self-determined.

There have been a number of studies conducted within the framework of the SDT (e.g.,
Hiromori, 2006; Konno, 2011; Nishida, 2013; Noels, Pelletier, Clément, & Vallerand, 2000;
Pae, 2008; Shaikholeslami & Khayyer, 2006). These studies indicate that intrinsic motivation
is related to L2 motivational intensity (e.g., Pae, 2008), persistence in learning (e.g., Vallerand,
Fortier, & Guay, 1997), and L2 achievement (e.g., Shaikholeslami & Khayyer, 2006), which
align with the original theorization. It is interesting to note, however, that not only intrinsic
motivation but internalized types of extrinsic motivation (i.e., identified regulation) seem to
play an important role in L2 learning; this can be seen in the close relationship between identi-
fied regulation and persistence in learning (e.g., Vallerand et al., 1997).

Methodologically speaking, some types of motivation within the SDT have only had low
internal consistency. For example, the Cronbach alpha coefficient for introjected regulation in
Noels et al. (2000) was .67 (p. 70), and for external regulation in Konno (2011), it was .56
(p. 350). Although the coefficients vary depending on the number of items and the sample size,

these results might show that it is necessary to re-word the items, as discussed below.

The L2 Motivational Self System

The L2 motivational self system is a recently proposed model that was developed specifi-
cally for L2 learning. The model is based on the theories of self-discrepancy (Higgins, 1987)
and possible selves (Markus & Nurius, 1986), and is composed of three constituents.

At the center of the model is the ideal L2 self, which is the self-image that an L2 learner
ideally hopes to attain in the future. It is driven by promotional instrumentality, and it mirrors
what L2 learners imagine in terms of their ideal futures regarding the L2. The second construct
in the model is ought-to L2 self, which represents the attributes that L2 learners believe they
ought to possess “to meet expectations and to avoid possible negative outcomes” (Dornyei,
2009, p. 29, emphasis in original). It represents a future self-guide that is “socially desirable”
(Teimouri, 2017, p. 687) and arises from a sense of duty or responsibility. The third compo-
nent is L2 learning experience, which is more situated and related to L2 learners’ immediate
learning environments, such as “the impact of the teacher, the curriculum, the peer group, the
experience of success” (Dornyei, 2009, p. 29). Together, this tripartite model is assumed to
exert motivational power.

Since the model was proposed, various studies have been conducted within the framework,

both inside and outside Japan (see, e.g., Lamb, 2012; Ryan, 2009; Taguchi, Magid, & Papi,
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2009; You & Dérnyei, 2016). Although these studies have demonstrated the explanatory power
of ideal L2 self and L2 learning experience (i.e., by positive correlations between the ideal 1.2
self and L2 learning experience on the one hand and the variable of intended learning effort
on the other), the ought-to L2 self has shown inconsistent findings. In some studies, ought-to
L2 self either did not emerge out of a factor analytical approach or had very low Cronbach
alpha coefficients (e.g., Csizér & Lukécs, 2010), while in some studies the relationship between
ought-to L2 self and intended learning effort was not identified (e.g., Kormos, Kiddle, & Csizér,
2011; Papi & Teimouri, 2012).

In recent articles, Thompson and Vasquez (2015) and Teimouri (2017) pointed out the
conceptual problems regarding ought-to L2 self and the resulting challenges with the operation-
alization of the construct. For example, Teimouri (2017) pointed out that in the self-discrep-
ancy theory (Higgins, 1987), four types of future self guides (ideal self/own, ideal self/others,
ought-to self/own, and ought-to self/others) are postulated, distinguishing between the personal
and social aspects of the desired future end-states (p. 687). However, the L2 motivational self
system did not make the own/others distinction. Thus, based on the original conceptualization
in the self-discrepancy theory (Higgins, 1987), Teimouri (2017) empirically tested a revision
of the model, distinguishing between ought-to L2 self/own and ought-to L2 self/others, and
between ideal L2 self/own and ideal L2 self/others. Although the distinction between ideal L2
self/own and ideal L2 self/others did not emerge, ought-to L2 self seemed to be differentiated
into the two types. Based on these results, Teimouri (2017) argued that ought-to L2 self/others
reflected imposed obligations and duties by significant others for learning an L2, representing
the “projected L2 self” (p. 701). Ought-to L2 self/own, in contrast, was more internalized and
shared for personal values, representing “shared L2 self” (p. 701). Finally, ideal L2 self repre-
sented the “independent L2 self” because it was fully owned by the L2 learner. Although much
more needs to be investigated in wider contexts regarding this revision to the L2 motivational

self system, it might be a promising starting point for refining the construct of ought-to L2 self.

Similarities and Differences Between the Theories

Given the premises of the two theories, we notice many similarities, particularly by
employing the own/other distinction for ought-to L2 self. Dornyei (2009) also states that the
constituents in the L2 motivational self system resemble those in the SDT to a certain degree.
First, both ideal L2 self and identified regulation include promotion-focused instrumentality. L2

learners who have ideal L2 self/identified regulation put effort into studying the target language
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because they strive to become competent L2 users in the future for purposes that are personally
important to them.

Second, ought-to L2 self/others resembles external regulation to a certain degree (Meyer,
Becker, & Vandenberghe, 2004). Tt is prevention-focused and includes “imposed obligations
and duties by significant others for learning an L2” (Teimouri, 2017, p. 700). External regu-
lation might also be seen as prevention-focused for the following reasons. Learners who are
externally regulated study the L2 because of the pressure put on them by others. In other words,
they engage in the act of L2 learning “in order to satisfy an external demand or reward contin-
gency” (Meyer et al., 2004, p. 995). This type of motivation is not self-determined, and these
learners feel that the locus of causality is external to themselves. As such, they might choose
“vigilant” strategies over “eagerness” strategies, spending the least amount of energy to fulfill
the obligations. A prevention focus is “concerned with safety, responsibilities, and obligations”
(Higgins, 1998, p. 16, italics in original), which corresponds to external regulation.

Third, learners with introjected regulation take in but do not totally accept the regulation
as their own, and the regulation results from “internal coercion” (Deci et al., 1991, p. 329).
Likewise, the major motivation for ought-to L2 self/own is “to satisfy their security needs in the
future by avoiding personal difficulties” (Teimouri, 2017, p. 700). Thus, learners with intro-
jected regulation and ought-to L2 self/own are both still driven by prevention-focused regula-
tion.

How about intrinsic motivation? It seems to share certain characteristics with the construct
of the L2 learning experience, as they are both focused on the activity of L2 learning itself.
Dérnyei (2009) also states that “intrinsic reasons inherent in the language learning process” are
“a close match to the L2 Learning Experience” (p. 30).

Although the word “intrinsic” has been used in many ways in past research, more needs to
be discussed regarding the nature of this type of motivation. Teimouri (2017) postulates that
ideal L2 self “represents the most intrinsic types of motivation involving personal and social
desires, wishes, and hopes that are independent of others and set by L2 learners” (p. 700).
However, intrinsic motivation, at least from the perspectives of the SDT, is non-instrumental-
ly focused, and “intrinsically motivated behaviors are engaged in for their own sake—for the
pleasure and satisfaction derived from their performance” (Deci et al., 1991, p. 328). As such,
questionnaire items measuring intrinsic motivation in past studies have typically been phrased
as answers to the question of why a respondent is studying an L2, such as “because it is interest-
ing.” These differ from questionnaire items measuring ideal L2 self in that all items measuring

it (in Teimouri, 2017, for example) list external contingencies that are obtained by learning
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English, not the process of L2 learning per se. In other words, for all items measuring ideal L2
self in Teimouri (2017), the purpose of learning English lies outside the L2 learning, which
contrasts sharply with intrinsic motivation.

Although the two theories have certain similarities, they also differ in at least two important
aspects: theory focus and motivational support. First, the SDT focuses on the internalization of
an activity as well as the energization of behavior by postulating the three psychological needs.
In other words, the theory makes a distinction between intrinsic and extrinsic motivations
depending on how internalized or controlled the activity is. In contrast, an important aspect of
the L2 motivational self system, as Dérnyei (2009) emphasizes, is the image component that
L2 learners envision. The model focuses on the future self-state, which is suggested to give L2
learners motivational power for L2 learning that they are engaged in now.

Second, it is argued in the SDT that satisfying the three fundamental psychological needs
nurtures intrinsic motivation and promotes internalization, but in the L2 motivational self
system, instrumentality promotion and attitudes toward the L2 community and culture have
typically been argued to lead to ideal L2 self (e.g., Taguchi et al., 2009). Thus, depending on
the theories, teachers might approach students from different perspectives to better motivate

them.

A Closer Look at Questionnaire Items

In this study, I will discuss typical questionnaire items that are repeatedly utilized in past
studies. For the SDT, items from Noels et al. (2000) and Hiromori (2006) are presented in
Table 1. Noels et al. (2000) helped to pioneer the application of the SDT in L2 learning. Also,
questionnaire items in Hiromori (2006) are “by far the most widely used in the Japanese L2
motivation studies based on SDT” (Agawa & Takeuchi, 2016, p. 81). The L2 motivational
self system items in the chapters of Dornyei & Ushioda (2009), particularly those in Ryan
(2009) and Taguchi et al. (2009), and also Teimouri (2017), are shown in Table 1. The items
in Taguchi et al. (2009) are also listed under “sample measurement instruments” in Dornyei &
Ushioda (2011).

When we take a close look at the theories’ questionnaire items, at least two points are worth
mentioning. First, both intrinsic motivation and L2 learning experience focus on the here-
and-now experience of learning English, whereas both extrinsic motivation and ideal L2 self
and ought-to L2 self are concerned with the consequences of studying/not studying the target

language. This agrees with the original theorization that for intrinsic motivation, the purpose of
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the activity lies within the activity, which might clarify the confusion regarding the construct.
Second, items measuring introjected and external regulations have not been clear as to
their promotion or prevention focus. For example, some items listed in Table 1 seem to have a
promotion focus, as in many other studies (e.g., Nishida, 2013). At first sight, external regula-
tion in particular might not clearly show whether it is promotion/prevention focused because it
is related to tangible rewards such as L2 certificates. However, as described above, introjected
and external regulations are not related to advancement, growth, or development, which are the
features of promotion-focused activities. Instead, learners with introjected or external regula-
tion try to avoid the negative consequences of losing something, feeling that they would not
engage in the activity as soon as they are sure that they would not have such consequences
(features of prevention-focused activities). Past studies have not always been clear as to the
perceived locus of causality when constructing questionnaire items, and this discrepancy might
be one of the reasons for the low Cronbach alpha coefficients in past studies (e.g., Konno, 2011;

Noels et al., 2000, see above) .

Table 1
Typical Questionnaire ltems Measuring Constructs in the Self-Determination Theory
and the L2 Motivational Self System

Construct Example Questionnaire Items Source
Intrinsic Why are you studying French? Noels et al.
Motivation -For the pleasure that T experience in knowing more about the ~ (2000)

literature of the second language group.

-For the pleasure I get from hearing the second language

spoken by native second-language speakers.

— PERIEE T A DIERE L Wb, Hiromori
( Because studying English is fun.) (2006)
- BEEOMIBIIIIRE Z 2505,

(Because studying English is interesting.)
%
(Be

BOBREPEL VD,
ause [ enjoy Enghsh classes.)
- 9&5%@%[]&&75‘ ZAHDIFE L Wb,
(Because I enjoy having more knowledge about English.)
—WFEEME L TH LWIERDY S L LIEL 2L,
(Because I get the satisfied feeling when I find out new things
when studying English.)

Identified Why are you studying French? Noels et al.
Regulation -Because I choose to be the kind of person who can speak  (2000)
more than one language.
-Because [ think it is good for my personal development.
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—TFRAER B & ) RIEFFEOHRE T FIZOT 2w b
(Because I would like to gain skills in English that I could use
in the future.)

—HAI Lo TRELRI LN D,

(Because it is necessary for me.)

—WEER GO D L IFEELZLE ) o,

(Because I think acquiring English is important.)

- HEFEE LR LBV EDREIE S L) IR 2w
o

(Because 1 want to be able to speak at least one foreign
language.)

—HAOWERIZE o TR EE ) Db,

(Because I think it is good for my personal development.)

Hiromori
(2006)

Introjected
Regulation

Why are you studying French?

-Because I would feel ashamed if I couldn’t speak to my
friends from the second-language community in their native
tongue.

-Because 1 would feel guilty if I didn’t know a second
language.

Noels et al.
(2000)

—HAMZHE L EEZ E bz wh b,

(Because I want my teacher to think that T am a good student.)
—WFEERME L TBhRWwE, HETHET S EED
»ho

(Because 1 think I would regret it if I didn’t study English
later on.)

R CERWMENTE D &, e L LB L Vb,
(Because T would somehow feel cool if T could converse in
English.)

—PEEA R L 2 UL, RETVER) S,
(Because I think T would feel guilty if T didn’t study English.)
—HECHVWTEDZDE, EBZ L) h b,

(Because 1 think it is normal to be able to speak English.)

Hiromori
(2006)

External
Regulation

Why are you studying French?
-In order to get a more prestigious job later on.
-In order to have a better salary later on.

Noels et al.
(2000)

— LVEEE R HLD 72w E D b,

(Because I want to get a good grade.)
—WFEE MR T H20IE, REVDOL) L DENL,
(Because studying English is the rule.)

VORI BELLFEbNEND,

Hiromori
(2006)
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(Because adults around me tell me to.)

— PR EOBRK AT 72 b,

(Because I would like to obtain certificates such as Eiken.)
—EFERR L 2R S WA S,

(Because it is a society in which I have to study English.)

L2 Learning -I find learning English really interesting. Ryan (2009);
Experience -I always look forward to English classes. Taguchi et al.
(Referred to -1 really enjoy learning English. (2009)

as Attitudes
to Learning
English)

Ideal L2 Self  -I can imagine (myself) speaking English with international ~ Ryan (2009);
friends (or colleagues). Taguchi et al.
-Whenever T think of my future career, I imagine myself  (2009)
using/being able to use English.
-The things I want to do in the future require me to use/speak

English.
Ought-to L2 -I study English because close friends of mine think it is  Taguchi etal.
Self important. (2009)

-It will have a negative impact on my life if I don’t learn

English.
Ought-to L2 -1 must learn English to avoid problems or difficulties that I ~ Teimouri
Self/Own may face in the future for not knowing English. (2017)

-I must learn English; otherwise I will encounter difficulties
in my education (school or university) for not having knowl-
edge of English.

-I must learn English; otherwise [ will have difficulties finding
a job in the future.

-I must learn English; otherwise I will be considered as an
illiterate in the society.

Ought-to L2 -Imust learn English; otherwise people around me will have a
Self/Others negative image of me.
-I must learn English; otherwise I will be reprimanded by my
parents or teachers.
-I must learn English; otherwise my parents/friends will be
disappointed in me.
-I must learn English; otherwise the others will think of me as
a weak student.

Note. Original items in Hiromori (2006) are in Japanese. Translations in English are by the author.

— 55 —
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Discrepancies to Be Explored and Resolved

Given the discussion above, future research might merit from further investigation into the
theoretical backgrounds and discrepancies of the two theories. First, as stated above, research-
ers need to explore the natures of introjected and external regulations, and they should clarify
questionnaire items intended to measure them. For example, items measuring external regula-
tion should clearly target non-internalized, controlled activities, in which respondents try to
avoid negative consequences. Items might be revised: e.g., “I study language A so that I will
not fail a course” or “I would not study language A if it were not a required course.” Likewise,
items intended to measure introjected regulation should focus on internal coercion, and they are
also prevention-focused. Thus, revised items can be, for example, “I study language A so that
I will not feel anxious.”

Second, some items intended to measure ideal L2 self can also be revised. As discussed
above, ideal L2 self is promotion-focused instrumentality and is concerned with advancement,
growth, and development. As such, items can be revised to reflect this nature. For example,
revised items can be “If I put enough effort into studying English, I will use English effectively
in the future” (instead of “If my dreams come true”), so that it emphasizes personal growth.

Lastly, the relationships between constructs in the SDT and those in the L2 motivation-
al self system should be thoroughly investigated. Although in past studies researchers have
partially examined the relationships between the constructs in the two theories (e.g., Konno,

2011; Nishida, 2013), more thorough examinations are necessary.

Conclusion

This review was an attempt to compare the often utilized self-determination theory and L2
motivational self system, and to discuss some of the theoretical and methodological issues that
need to be resolved. Given their strengths, the two theories are likely to continue being widely
utilized. By further contrasting and investigating the relationships between the two theories,

each might be more developed, both theoretically and methodologically.
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