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Explaining Motivation in Language Learning: a Framework for 

Evaluation and Research 

Abstract 

Researching motivation in language learning is complex and multi-faceted. 

Various models of learner motivation have been proposed in the literature, but no 

one model supplies a complex and coherent framework for investigating a range 

of motivational characteristics. Building on previous models I propose such a 

methodological framework, based on a complex dynamic systems perspective, 

which re-conceptualises the investigation of motivation in SLA in qualitative and 

mixed method approaches by offering one flexible tool for case study 

approaches. This new framework has been tried and tested in three locations in 

England and reported as case studies. The study aimed to address the following 

research questions: (1) in what ways does CLIL impact on learner motivation? 

(2) what are the main elements of CLIL that enhance motivation? Overall 

analysis of the results found that where expectations of success were high and 

where the teaching was effective, CLIL had a positive impact on motivation and 

progress.  The framework is designed to be flexible enough to be used to 

investigate language learning in a range of national contexts. It is hoped that the 

proposed framework, reported here together with exemplification and 

commentary from the English study, will enable researchers in a wide range of 

language learning contexts to investigate learner motivation in a systematic and 

in-depth manner. 

 

Key words: learner motivation framework; language-learning; complex dynamic 

systems; CLIL 
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Explaining Motivation in Language Learning: a Framework for 

Evaluation and Research 

In recent years there has been a call in the second language acquisition (SLA) 

motivation literature e.g. (Dörnyei, 2009) for qualitative and mixed method research 

that allows for the exploration of individual differences, as well as reflecting patterns 

from a group of learners. Such methods enable research to focus on the change with 

time that occurs within the SLA social dynamic systems approach.  This contrasts with 

the predominantly variable-centred approach characteristic of quantitative studies that 

are associated with dynamic systems theory, a branch of complexity theory within the 

field of natural sciences. Not all of the many variables in the dynamically-changing 

situated social contexts of SLA and Content and Language Integrated Learning (CLIL) 

can be measured precisely, thereby limiting reliable analysis in quantitative study 

(Dörnyei, 2009).  This is particularly problematic in the context of CLIL given that it is 

'a dual-focused educational approach in which an additional language is used for the 

learning and teaching of both content and language' (Coyle, Hood and Marsh 2010:1).  

Looking broadly across researchers working in SLA and Content and Language 

Integrated Learning (CLIL) fields, flexible frameworks that take account of prior 

research and provide an in-depth approach to investigating situated language learning 

pedagogical approaches are needed - frameworks able to support investigations that 

seek to understand the complex interrelationships of factors contributing to learner 

motivation.   This paper proposes such a coherent framework that draws on prior 

research models in these areas (Coyle, 2011; Dörnyei, 1994; Williams and Burden, 

1997) ; this is supplemented with more recent work in the field.  Previous models for 
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research have either provided a conceptualisation of general aspects of motivation 

without systematic consideration of characteristics, e.g. (Dörnyei, 1994), or focused on 

specific internal and external factors that made an individual want to learn, e.g. 

(Williams and Burden, 1997). This proposed new framework is referred to as The 

Process Motivation Model for Investigating Language Learning Pedagogical 

Approaches (abridged in this paper to Process Motivation Model, PMM). It identifies 

and exemplifies a range of motivational characteristics for aspects of motivation in the 

language learning context, and proposes some potential investigation methods to 

address these aspects.  Thus, it provides a framework for the evaluation and research of 

motivation in language learning within mixed method studies that can be used to 

support the kinds of studies needed to research motivation in second language learning. 

This PMM is offered as one potential tool to support 'dynamically informed research 

designs' (Dörnyei, MacIntyre and Henry, 2014b:5) that  enable researchers, practitioners 

and learners to gain a deeper understanding of the reasons for individual learner 

behaviour, as well as patterns from groups, in specific settings across a wide range of 

language learning disciplines and national contexts. 

While recognising that motivation has been studied from a variety of perspectives using 

diverse methodologies such as metaphor analysis (e.g. Nikitina and Furuoka, 2008), 

autobiography and narrative (e.g. Coffey and Street, 2008) and emotion and 

embodiment (e.g. Trinick and Dale, 2015), in this article I focus specifically on research 

from the dominant perspective of the social psychology tradition. 

The paper begins with a review of the conceptualisation of L2 motivation in the 

relevant literature before a discussion of previous models in the field.  The proposed 
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new framework is then outlined and justified.  Exemplification of how the PMM can be 

used to illuminate motivation in second language learning then follows.   

Motivation in Language Learning 

The theorisation of motivation in language learning emerged as a field of socio-

educational research during the period 1960-1990. Gardner’s work on integrative 

motivation, was particularly influential on the early understanding of motivation within 

the area of SLA. Gardner’s (1985) integrative motive included three variables: 

integrativeness, attitudes towards the learning situation, and motivation.  He argued that 

a motivated learner will display ‘effort, desire and affect’ (Gardner, 2001:13); affect 

being used here to refer to a positive emotional outcome, for example interest, pleasure 

or enjoyment.  Intrinsic motivation is driven by such positive attributes and is 

considered to be more impactful in sustaining effort than extrinsic motivation, which is 

created by external, instrumental rewards such as the need to pass an examination. 

Gardner proposed that to learn a second language, the learner needs to be attracted to 

the culture and the people groups who speak the language (Gardner, 2001; Gardner and 

Lambert, 1972).  Early L2 motivation theory had a focus on these distinctive elements 

and this conceptualisation of motivation distinguished L2 language learning from those 

associated with learning in other areas of the curriculum. 

Later research suggests that a number of other orientations, e.g. travel, friendship, 

knowledge and instrumental orientations may be shared by all learner groups and that 

these are more significant for motivation than  any desire for contact and identification 

with speakers of the TL (Noels, Pelletier and Vallerand 2003).  Furthermore, according 

to more recent studies, the need to use English to interact on the global scene has 

overridden the need to be attracted to the culture or people group of English speakers 
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for many users (Lamb, 2004; 2013).  It could therefore be argued that Gardner's 

integrativeness is no longer applicable in the same way.   

Dörnyei and Ottó (1998) developed Gardner's theory in the field further, 

reflecting a shift towards the need for a situated approach that could take account of 

time and context.  Their process-orientated approach incorporated a temporal 

perspective that is able to adapt to the frequent variations in motivation within a lesson 

and over time in changing contexts.  It recognises that learners' motivation and the 

learning context and environment impact upon and shape each other.  This shift also 

aligned L2 motivation research with mainstream cognitive and educational psychology 

(Boo, Dörnyei and Ryan, 2015). Nevertheless, Dörnyei (2003) acknowledges that 

despite requiring the explicit teaching of skills and linguistic knowledge in common 

with other curriculum subjects, language learning is distinct in that it is a deeply social 

and cultural activity (Dörnyei, 2003).  This is reflected in Dörnyei's (2005) L2 

Motivational Self-System, which as Ryan and Dörnyei (2013:91) suggest, may be the 

'most current influential model of L2 motivation'.  This model incorporates both affect 

and cognition, but focusses on the contextual and dynamic aspects of learner 

motivation. Significant notions introduced in this model are those of the Ideal L2 Self 

and Ought-to L2 Self, (compared with the current perceived L2 Self) and that of the L2 

Learning Experience.  The L2 Learning Experience is influenced by the perceptions of 

previous L2 learning experiences as well as the current learning environment. From this 

perspective teachers have an important role in generating the L2 learning vision, central 

to the ideal self (Dörnyei, 2008). 

Two further developments in motivation research which influenced Dörnyei’s 

thinking in addition to views of the self, and which are relevant in this context, are the 
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move towards a relational view of learning (Ushioda, 2009) and Noels, Pelletier, 

Clement and Vallerand's (2000) work within the self-determination theory (SDT). 

Ushioda (2009: 215) defines the former view as 'emergent from relations between real 

persons, with particular social identities, and the unfolding cultural context of activities'. 

Developed in the field of social psychology, self-determination theory (SDT) is 

described by Deci and Ryan (2011:416) as 'an empirically derived theory of 

human motivation and personality in social contexts that differentiates motivation in 

terms of being autonomous and controlled'.  It suggests that the most self-determined 

form of motivation, intrinsic motivation, is more likely to thrive in contexts 

characterized by a sense of security and relatedness (Ryan and Deci, 2000).   

Noels (2001) developed thinking further by identifying a correlation between 

intrinsic motivation and identified regulation, which is a self-determined form of 

extrinsic motivation.  Here the goal is created by external demands on the learner, but at 

the same time is of personal importance to them and reflects their values.  This is 

important for the teacher, as it highlights the merit of helping learners identify how the 

learning is personally important to them.  Furthermore, Noels, Pelletier and Vallerand 

(2000) suggested the potential need to persuade learners of this personal importance, 

since intrinsic factors such as pleasure or interest may be insufficient motivation to 

sustain study of the language.  

Reflecting the further development of theoretical perspectives such as attribution 

theory (Weiner, 1992), self-determination theory (Deci and Ryan, 1985) and autonomy 

theory (Ushioda, 1996) , Dörnyei and Ushioda (2011) recognised that the process 

orientated phase of L2 motivation theory was developing into a socio dynamic period.  

This current period is characterised by a consideration of motivation from a complex 
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dynamic systems perspective, based especially on dynamics systems theory, one strand 

of complexity theory.   

This is necessary because within the situated process-orientated paradigm, individual 

differences tend to vary in different contexts and at different times and can therefore no 

longer be viewed as generalizable, stable factors.  In addition, elements such as 

cognitive or emotional factors may modify the general characteristic that is being 

observed.  Dörnyei and Ushioda refer to these elements as ‘cross-attributional 

cooperation' (ibid.:89).  The broad distinctions between motivation, cognition and affect 

phenomena remain valid but 'should be viewed as dynamic subsystems that have 

continuous and complex interaction with each other' (ibid.: 91).  Within this socio 

dynamic period, the most recent development has been the identification of Directed 

Motivational Currents (DMCs) described by Henry, Davydenko and Dörnyei (2015)  as 

periods of intense and enduring motivation in pursuit of a highly desired personal goal 

or vision, for example that of migrant learners keen to master the language of their host 

nation.  New research methods to the field, such as retrodictive qualitative modelling 

(RDM) (Chan et al., 2015) and multilevel nested systems approaches (Mercer, 2015) are 

being developed to better capture the nature of motivation in language learning from a 

complex dynamics systems perspective.  

As can be seen, motivation in language learning is a complex area underpinned 

by a range of salient theoretical dimensions including the integrative motive, the Ideal 

and Ought to L2 selves, intrinsic motivation, identified regulation, individual 

differences and DMCs.  These are all consistent with a situated process orientated 

paradigm interpreted through a complex socio dynamic systems lens. However, as the 

next section explores, the majority of early L2 motivation research has been 
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predominantly quantitative, so it would seem more qualitative research and mixed 

methods studies are needed to explore this complexity. 

The nature of research in L2 motivation 

Originating in the field of social psychology, L2 motivation research has been 

historically dominated by quantitative methods such as the Attitude/Motivation Test 

Battery (AMTB), (e.g. Gardner and MacIntyre 1992; Gardner and Tremblay 1994).  

Tests such as this one consist of self-report questionnaires, which use a battery of 

questions to measure different aspects of motivation via 19 different subscales; items 

are developed for each context (Gardner, 1985). Such methods provide useful 

quantitative data, however they do not provide access to the reasons why individuals 

think and behave as they do.  There is therefore a need for qualitative research or mixed 

methods approaches that can provide a thick description (Geertz, 1973) and lead to a 

deeper understanding of learner and teacher perceptions.  Researchers in SLA have 

called for such a change, e.g. Mohan (1990) calls for qualitative, holistic research as 

well as quantitative research and more recently researchers such as Dörnyei (2009)  

have recognised that the preference of journal editors in the field  is for quantitative 

studies.  More recent work has recognised case study to be well-suited to the 

investigation of motivation within SLA (e.g. Shuman, 2014) . The more fluid nature of 

qualitative approaches needed to investigate complex variation within individuals 

requires robust investigative frameworks that are able to provide a coherent approach in 

different contexts and for different pedagogical approaches. 

The need for such methodologies becomes increasingly pressing when we 

consider models which have attempted to synthesise the complex and multiple 
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perspectives on motivation outlined above. Such models are summarised in the next 

section. 

Previous Models for Conceptualising Motivation in Language Learning 

Dörnyei (1994), Williams and Burden (1997) and Coyle (2011) have all devised 

models for conceptualising motivation in language learning. Initially Dörnyei 

(1994:280) proposed a model entitled 'Components of Foreign Language Learning 

Motivation', which categorised different components involved in language learning 

motivation on three levels: language level, learner level and learning situation level. 

This model comprised course-specific, teacher-specific and group-specific motivational 

components.  Significantly, this early situated model takes account of the potential 

impact of situational factors on aspects of motivation. 

Building on this, in their model, Williams and Burden (1997) distinguished three 

interactive stages of motivation: i) reasons for doing something; ii) deciding to do it 

(initiating motivation); and  iii) sustaining the effort, or persisting (sustaining 

motivation).  In their exploration of what makes a person want to learn, they identified 

internal factors, which are subject to external factors. These are summarised in Table 1 

(Williams and Burden, 1997:138-140) and are context-dependent.  This range of factors 

has similarities with those previously identified in L2 research including intrinsic 

interest, sense of agency, self-concept, mastery, affective states, gender, age and 

developmental stage, but also specifies the learner's perceptions of the value of an 

activity.  This identification of factors influencing an individual's decision to act are key 

for any framework that seeks to explain motivation.   

 

[Insert Table 1 about here.] 
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A further salient notion, that of the teacher's role in initiating and maintaining 

motivation, was developed further by  Dörnyei in his later models of the motivational 

L2 Teaching Practice (Dörnyei, 2001) and the L2 Motivational Self System, developed 

in 2005 and explored more fully in Ushioda (2009). The L2 Motivational Self System 

further developed thinking by focussing on the internal desires of the learner, the 

external pressures generated by significant others within the social context and the 

learner's experience of the learning process. Internal desires involve the notion of the 

Ideal L2 self (what the learner would like to become) and the Ought-to L2 self (driven 

by external requirements and drivers). Although each forms part of this model they are 

not exemplified here. 

Whilst previous models focussed on the conceptualisation of L2 motivation, Coyle 

(2011:17) proposes an initial process model for the investigation of motivation 

specifically within CLIL settings, focussing on the 'learning environment', 'learner 

engagement' and 'learner identities/self' (Figure 1). This model draws on Dörnyei’s 

framework of L2 motivation (Dörnyei, 1994; Dörnyei and Ottó, 1998) and his 

motivational teaching model (2001). 

[Insert Figure 1 about here] 

 

These three models have been highly influential in the development of L2 

motivation theory. Dornyei's (1994) motivational teaching model provides examples of 

characteristics of the four stages that comprise motivational teaching practice, Williams 

and Burden (1997) identify internal and external motivational factors, and Coyle (2011) 

provides the first model for investigating motivation based around three aspects of 
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motivation.  However, no one model systematically relates principal characteristics to 

aspects of motivation and exemplifies them for the purpose of investigation. Given that 

motivation is a complex, multi-faceted concept, we need a framework that 

acknowledges the complexity of motivation in the language learning context and one 

that provides a flexible, but robust research structure for supporting the selection of 

methods from a wide variety that are appropriate to researching particular phenomena in 

particular contexts (Dörnyei et al., 2014a). Such frameworks, that can support both 

qualitative and quantiative methods, are a useful addition to the field. 

The Process Motivation Model  

The new framework proposed here, the PMM (see Figure 2) is based on current 

understanding of the socio dynamic process model (Dörnyei and Ushioda, 2011) along 

with salient aspects of previous models.  This framework does not represent a re-

conceptualisation of motivation, but rather a re-conceptualisation of the investigation of 

motivation and the development of a systematic method for investigating the range of 

motivational facets evident in language learning contexts for any pedagogical approach. 

It provides a new framework to support the investigation of motivation in language 

learning applicable to researching a pedagogical approach or evaluating an aspect of 

teaching or learning; it focuses specifically on key aspects of motivation by unpacking 

their principal characteristics, illustrating what these may look like in the classroom and 

offering some suggestions about how they might be investigated. 

If we are to develop the systematic approaches to qualitative and mixed methods 

research that are able to investigate motivation as a complex, multifaceted concept, then 

there is a need for research frameworks such as the one under consideration in this 

article. 
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 [Insert Figure 2 about here] 

The structure of this new framework integrates Coyle's three key aspects of 

motivation (Coyle, 2011): learning environment, learner engagement, and learner 

identities/self but also adds aspects drawn from other models as subsections.  Coyle's 

model (2011) (see Figure 1), was designed to facilitate a particular study into learner 

gains and motivation in CLIL contexts and provides some useful characteristics. For 

example, as illustrated in the extract below, under the learner engagement aspect of 

motivation, Coyle includes three broad categories: 'enhancing learners' attitudes and 

successes', 'relevance of learning and learner involvement', and 'retrospective reflection 

on learning'.   

[Insert Figure 3 about here] 

 

These examples provide overarching themes indicating where to begin in the 

exploration of learner engagement as an aspect of motivation.  However, these broad 

signposts are dependent on interpretation for their meaning.  Therefore, for other 

studies, the range of intended principal characteristics indicative of learner engagement 

may be unclear. Exemplification of what these might look like in the learning context is 

also left to the reader.  As pedagogical approaches and their contexts vary, over-

prescription would be equally unhelpful.  The PMM proposed in this article therefore is 

designed to complement previous models by providing greater clarity in identifying 

aspects of motivation. As such it provides a structure for identifying what their principal 

characteristics might look like and what might be looked for when investigating them in 

the learning context. 
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Figure 4 illustrates the new framework's approach to the investigation of learner 

engagement.  It identifies four principal characteristics of learner engagement: the 

perceived value of the activity, learner attitudes, learner perceptions of their learning 

and engagement in learning tasks.   

[Insert Figure 4 about here] 

The structure also identifies princpal characteristics of each of the three key 

aspects and potential sources of evidence in the classroom and learning process.  For 

example, for the principal characteristic of 'perceived value of activity', suggested  

potential sources of evidence relate to personal relevance, anticipated value of 

outcomes, intrinsic value attributed to the activity, and identified regulation.  Potential 

instruments include learner questionnaire and/or interview, focus group, teacher 

interview and lesson observation.  However, this is not intended to be an exhaustive list. 

I used these methods in the study that exemplifies the framework here, but they are not 

prescriptive; it may be appropriate to use more innovative or different methods.  

Exemplifications of sources of evidence are provided as suggestions, where relevant to 

the context and the study.  The intention is to facilitate consideration of appropriate 

research instrument(s) for one or more foci of aspects of motivation in the language 

learning context.   

Indicators of motivation are identified in sufficient detail to enable the teacher, 

learner or researcher to consider in depth the aspects of motivation they may wish to 

focus on at any given time, whilst having an awareness of other aspects and 

characteristics that contribute to the multi-faceted nature of motivation.  The focus is 

not on creating/initiating interest, but rather on how interest is sustained over time for 

the individual as well as groups within a lesson, a series of lessons or a longer period of 
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study.  As in Coyle (2011) and Dörnyei's (1994) models, all aspects of motivation are 

interdependent: demotivation in any aspect may negate positive motivation elsewhere. 

In the next section I illustrate how the PMM framework may be applied through  a 

discussion of how it was used to support the investigation of a series of case studies in 

schools in England.  This research aimed to investigate the positive affects to learner 

motivation that the alternative pedagogical approach of CLIL might bring to the 

identified demotivation of language learners in secondary schools in England 

(Chambers 1999; Coleman, Galaczi, and Astruc 2007). 

Exemplification of the Framework 

Context for the study 

The motivation of learners has been found to be key in the context of English 

learners learning a foreign language at secondary school.  There is a tendency towards 

demotivation often due to a prevailing uninspiring diet that offers little challenge or 

interest for many secondary learners aged 11-16 (Chambers, 2000; Coleman, Galaczi, 

and Astruc, 2007; Coyle, 2000).  The study from which I draw examples in this article 

sought to explore the extent to which CLIL might promote student motivation in three 

different contexts in schools in England. The PMM was used to frame the methodology 

for the study.  

Contextual details of the settings in the study 

The study focussed on one group of learners, aged 12-13 or 14-15 in three 

schools: referred to as schools A, B and C.  The CLIL language was French.  However, 

in School B, a further group of learners aged 11-12, studying German was included, to 
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represent the breadth of CLIL in this setting.  Table 2 illustrates the contextual details of 

the three schools and the CLIL models in operation. 

[Insert Table 2 about here] 

  

As can be seen from Table 2, each school had operationalised different models 

of CLIL and each had differing class structures. However, the PMM provided a 

framework that supported the design and interpretive analysis of case studies in these 

three very different settings.  It is important to note that although the sample size is 

small, it represents a relatively large proportion of learners engaged in the handful of 

known established CLIL contexts in state comprehensive schools in England involving 

at least one curriculum subject for at least one year. 

The design of the study 

The study addressed two research questions: (1) in what ways does CLIL impact 

on learner motivation? and (2) what are the main elements of CLIL that enhance 

motivation?  The research took the following format.  Following a half day visit to the 

school to discuss the research, I formulated a questionnaire in line with the framework, 

which was completed by the selected class of learners aged 12-13 or 13-14. Findings 

from this questionnaire provided a context and a steer for focus group questions and 

semi-structured interviews within each participating institution. A 3-day data collection 

visit followed, during which I held interviews with the head teacher, a deputy head, the 

head of the modern languages department, a CLIL teacher, and two learner focus groups 

of six-eight learners. Interviews and focus groups were recorded and transcribed 

verbatim. I triangulated data generated through this study to allow a comparison of 

perspectives via the range of selected instruments: a pre-visit questionnaire, qualitative 
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interviews and focus groups, all of which were designed and interpreted in accordance 

with the framework. 

I employed a rigorous, transparent and systematic approach to data collection and 

analysis.  For the questionnaire, pre-coded response categories were adjusted where 

necessary after piloting and consultation with each school. I coded other responses for 

brevity and clarity where appropriate using post-coding techniques (Bryman, 2004). For 

the analysis of quantitative aspects of the questionnaire, simple counting techniques 

(Silverman, 2002) were more appropriate than more complex software for reporting the 

results of this small sample. I drew on the PMM to devise a coding system for the 

collection and analysis of data from the interview and pupil focus group transcriptions 

(Bryman, 2004) and assigned empirical codes (Bryman, 2004) to additional themes that 

emerged during analysis of the data.  Ethical regulations with the requisite safeguarding 

procedures were followed (British Educational Research Council, 2011) 

This study investigated the extent to which a pedagogical approach promoted 

learner motivation.  However, as the focus of this paper is on the development of a 

framework for explaining motivation in language learning in a broad sense, the 

following discussion section will explore how the framework provided sufficient breadth 

and depth of understanding for each aspect of learner motivation within the context of the 

chosen methodology for the CLIL study. 

Discussion of the framework 

The complex, dynamic nature of motivation means that any one particular facet 

can only be understood in relation to the others. The framework therefore, was needed 

to provide a systematic approach across models and year groups that took account of the 
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range of facets, those involved in interplay at any given moment as well as an 

acknowledgement of those lying fallow.   

Operationalisation of the framework 

In the planning stages, I formulated questions for the questionnaire, interview 

and focus groups from prompts in the PMM framework.  I honed the questions 

following feedback from a pilot study. Results were subjected to an interpretive analysis 

by the themes derived from the framework in the Process Motivation Model, i.e. the 

learning environment, including teacher approaches to teaching, course and group 

dynamics; learner engagement and learner identities.  Sub-themes, organised under the 

appropriate aspect of motivation, followed the principal characteristics and were 

exemplified where evidence was found.  The themes emanating from the research 

questions were interwoven into this structure.   

Findings from the questionnaire are reported elsewhere (Bower, 2014).  

However, it is useful to note that the quantitative data it generated demonstrated more 

positive learner perspectives, than might be found in the traditional language learning 

classroom in England (e.g. Jones and Jones 2001; Williams, Burden and Lanvers 2002). 

Categories identified included enjoyment, effort both in class and at home and progress 

across the four skills of speaking, listening, reading and writing. There were some 

differences between schools and in one school between learners.  These findings 

informed research questions during the data collection visits. The facility provided by 

the framework within this case study approach to tease out the reasons for these 

differences was essential to allow a deeper probing and thereby a more profound 

understanding beyond the superficial. 
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Exemplification from the study 

The discussion of the framework here will focus on examples that illustrate the 

kind of insights the framework can generate.  These examples are taken from two 

principal characteristics of two different aspects of motivation. 1) how the learning 

environment provides interest and relevance from the course specific sub-section; and 

2) from the learner engagement aspect of motivation: the principal characteristics of 

learner perceptions of their learning.   Below I exemplify how the PMM framework 

helped frame the study in relation to the learning environment and learner perceptions 

of their learning using a small amount of data from the study. 

1. How the learning environment provides interest/relevance 

 In order to investigate how course specific aspects of motivation interested 

learners and were perceived as relevant by them, the following potential sources were 

identified in the framework and investigated: stimulating course content, relevance to 

learners' needs and expectancy of success (see extract in Figure 5). 

[Insert Figure 5 about here] 

 

Instruments used for collecting data relevant to these principal characteristics 

were: the review of resources and the setting's own documentation; questions posed on 

the learner questionnaire and explored during the focus groups; and responses from the 

semi-structured teacher interviews.   

Stimulating, relevant content 

In the questionnaire respondents were asked what they liked and disliked about 

learning in this way, against pre-populated options including 'other'.  In School A, 22 of 
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27 liked 'the way you learn French' and 22 of 27 'speaking French'.  It was important, 

particularly in the context of demotivation in language learning in England, to probe 

more deeply with learners, teachers and managers in order to understand why this was 

the case.  Learners reported how they enjoyed understanding more and more of what 

was being said in the target language and speaking the language.  One learner, for 

example, suggested that the longer they were in the group, studying in this way, 'French 

actually comes more naturally to you…'.  The focus groups provided the opportunity to 

probe deeper into why learners enjoyed learning French in this way.   One student 

suggested: 

I don’t necessarily want to learn about what’s in people’s pencil cases, but I like 

learning about world things that you can actually say and would be useful to you in 

French....   

When asked what lesson content they most enjoyed, Y8 pupils in School B responded: 

P1   What we enjoy most, probably (.) challenge, it’s a challenge for us to work 

something, do it different, do it in a different way. 

 

P2 Well, I quite like the, I sometimes get a bit stuck on the French and then don’t 

learn the geography, but we’re usually, like, given dictionaries and stuff, so I quite 

like working out what sentences say and that. 

When placed in relation to comments from teachers and a head teacher, this provided 

deeper insights.  Teachers viewed the content as more relevant, for example, the head of 

department of School C posited that the space module was relevant to learners because: 

you’re using languages for real purposes because they’re giving opinions about 

something they’re bothered about, rather than how much pocket money they’ve 

got.  
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The head teacher at School C, linked making languages more relevant to motivation 

suggesting:  

for me, the really clear difference for the children is when they are doing 

something which clearly links to another subject, you don’t need to spend any time 

whatsoever on the relevance. The relevance is there for all to see.  

When analysed together with the other data, these views confirmed that where learners 

had a positive experience of CLIL, they usually found the subject content more relevant 

to them than the content of modern language lessons. Relevant content had a significant 

impact on the vast majority of learners in all three case study schools, who appreciated 

being able to use the language for real purposes and were proud of what they had 

achieved (Bower, 2014).  This increased interest and relevance concurs with findings 

from other research (Coyle, 2000; 2011). 

These examples illustrate that the PPM provided a structure for interviewing groups of 

learners and individual staff to probe further in a consistent manner, in order to ascertain 

why learners perceived this to be the case and whether teachers agreed and why.  The 

formulation of questions in line with the framework ensured a similar approach, adapted 

to the particular attributes of each institution and their chosen approach to CLIL. 

Investigating the pedagogical approach in this way led to significant findings.  

Expectancy of success 

The short term nature of the project in School C (9 lessons), meant that it was 

not appropriate to apply the framework to measure success by achievement in the same 

way as the long term CLIL models in operation in Schools A and B.  The framework 

however, allowed for discrimination in the application of appropriate aspects; not all are 

relevant to all contexts. 
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In School A, when asked what they liked about the 'immersion'
1
 group, 20 of 28 

questionnaire respondents noted accelerated learning and 21 of 28 future opportunities. 

21 of 28 learners said in CLIL lessons they were usually making progress. 21 learners 

also noted that they liked the teacher. In contrast, in the Y8 group in School B, only 5 of 

27 respondents noted accelerated learning when considering what they liked about 

French Geography and only 7 of 27 said they usually perceived themselves to be 

making progress. However, feedback from the Y7 focus group learners (aged 11-12) 

suggested high levels of attainment and success: they reported that they had made more 

progress in two terms of learning German, than they had in the four years of learning 

French at primary school (aged 7-11).   

These contrasting results raised a number of questions to explore in the focus groups 

and teacher interviews.  The range of aspects and principal characteristics of motivation 

in the framework were considered in drilling down into the reasons for these 

differences, not just those in the course specific category.  Here teacher specific 

characteristics were found to be significant in cases of lower expectancy of success.  In 

particular, an inappropriately high level of challenge set by one teacher was perceived 

by many Y8 learners to be too difficult.  For example, one pupil from School B 

suggested: 

Well, it’s hard and some people like a challenge, so it’s good for people who like a 

challenge, but then if people don’t really understand it’s not really good for them. 

Another explained:  

                                                 

1
 The term 'immersion' was used by School A in relation to their CLIL model 
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I’m very happy about French geography and really enjoy the lessons, but some 

people don’t and don’t understand [and] therefore distracting (sic) people.  I want 

to keep learning this way. 

  This also illustrates how demotivation in one aspect can negate motivation in 

the others. In School A, the school presented compelling evidence from the first cohort 

to parents and learners prior to joining the school that the curriculum strand 'immersion' 

model raises learners’ attainment and enables early entry GCSE in French. During focus 

groups learners' held this high expectancy of success for themselves.  Paradoxically, 

many who perceived themselves to be living up to these expectations, also perceived 

external expectations from the school, the teacher and in some cases parents, as a 

negative pressure.  The issue was raised in questionnaire responses as a dislike and 

probed further during focus groups and interviews.  For example, one pupil from School 

A suggested: 

I find it a bit daunting …  Because we’re in French immersion, like it’s also 

expected of us that we do better in the other subjects as well... on the introduction 

evening … they showed us the results tables for the French immersion groups and 

they got like higher than average levels/grades in all the other subjects as well… 

This exploration of the notion of expectancy of success illustrates the complex interplay 

of facets of motivation and demonstrates how the structure of the framework provided 

the breadth and depth needed to investigate them. 

In summary, the exemplification of these course specific findings pertaining to 

interest and relevance in the study demonstrate how the framework can be used to 

reveal the complexity of facets of motivation for this aspect of motivation within the 

learning environment. 
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2. Learner perceptions of their learning  

Similarly, the framework was used to provide structure when planning and 

investigating learner engagement aspects of motivation (Figure 2).  The principal 

characteristic from this aspect selected to illustrate the framework here is learner 

perceptions of their learning (Figure 6). 

Insert Figure 6 here 

 

The following potential sources were investigated in order to investigate how 

learners' perceived their effort, progress and the level of difficulty and challenge: the 

learner questionnaire, focus groups and teacher interviews. Three specific questions 

relating to learner perceptions produced data from the questionnaire for quantitative 

analysis.  The analysis of this data provided a context for drawing up questions for the 

3-day data collection visit in line with the framework.  Respondents rated firstly how 

enjoyable they found this learning on a scale of 4-1, from very enjoyable to not 

enjoyable.  Secondly, they rated their effort on a scale of 4-1, from maximum effort to 

poor effort, both in class and at home. Finally, they rated their progress in French since 

the beginning of the academic year in each of the four main skill areas.  

 Compared to the prevailing demotivation in the context of secondary education 

in England (Chambers 1999; Coleman, Galaczi, and Astruc 2007), in School A, the 

quantitative analysis suggested that learners perceived themselves to make exceptional 

effort for a mixed ability Y8 group, aged 12-13 (Bower, 2014).  Questions were again 

drawn up against the framework in order to probe the reasons why.  It was surprising 

that in this mixed ability group only one boy and one girl perceived their effort to be 

less than good in class and only one learner less than satisfactory at home. Discussions 
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in the focus groups and teachers' perspectives from the semi-structured interviews 

substantiated these findings. In School B, although effort levels were perceived to be 

lower than in School A, levels were still high for a middle to lower ability group with 

23 of 27 learners perceiving their effort in class to be at least good, and no learner 

describing their effort in class as poor. One boy from School A explained why learners 

did not find it boring:  

because it’s always like a challenge, and you have to always work hard to 

understand it, and once you understand, you remember it, because you work hard. 

These findings suggested that a measure of motivation and enthusiasm may be 

attributable to the nature of CLIL teaching, which may be extending learners' 

enthusiasm beyond where it might be expected to be. However, perceived effort can 

only be fully understood in relation to other aspects in the framework.  Interestingly, 

discussion relating to other facets of motivation revealed that many of the learners in the 

Y8 focus group in School B reported trying hard but frequently found that levels of 

challenge were too high. As a result, at times they became demotivated, for example 

one learner reported:  

Just to do it (geography) in French is quite hard, so sometimes I’m sat next to my 

partner and we don’t really understand it and we start talking, and we just … don’t 

listen.  

This may not have been revealed had this systematic and detailed framework not been 

employed. 

In School C, deeper probing revealed issues that may have adversely influenced 

their effort such as many learners having already opted to drop French, the learners’ 

dislike of the teaching style in the top set, and the concurrent study of the same topic in 
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a range of subjects.  For example, referring to the cross-curricular history project, two 

learners in a focus group explained: 

P1 Yeah we were doing the Holocaust thing so we had this … huge project 

throughout all of the lessons.  

P2 We done it in every single subject, we’ve done it in XXX, we’ve done it in like 

French and then after a while it just gets really boring, and we know like 

everything about the Holocaust 

Learners however appreciated the increased cultural awareness that learning the topic in 

French brought.  One girl suggested: 

 …they taught it from the way French people would see it. So it made us, made me 

see things like in a perspective of a different country. 

 Therefore, from these findings, it was again difficult to interpret the impact of this short 

term model of CLIL on learners’ effort in this setting.  

The majority of learners in all schools perceived their progress in listening and 

writing skills to be good or better.   Further questions to investigate these initial findings 

were drawn up in line with the framework. Writing is a weaker skill area for some 

learners across the secondary curriculum (ages 11-16), however in School A, 24 of 28, 

in School B, 17 of 27 and in School C, 20 of 30 respondents, perceived their progress to 

be good or better in writing. In School C, data from the teacher interviews demonstrated 

a focus on improving writing skills in normal language lessons and therefore, the 

progress in this skill was not necessarily attributable to CLIL. 27 of 28 of learners in 

School A and 22 of 27 learners in School B perceived their progress in listening to be 

good or better.  This was substantiated during further discussions with learners and 

teachers.   
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These results from a range of perspectives and sources illustrate how, by using 

the framework, it was possible to identify insights into individual learner motivation and 

also similarities, differences and nuances between settings. It was possible to compare 

these findings with previous research relating to motivation in traditional foreign 

language learning contexts in England, in order to inform practice.   

Overall, key findings from the established projects in the study indicate greater 

motivation, engagement, progress and achievement by a large majority of learners in 

CLIL lessons. They perceive languages to be important; they work hard and have 

developed greater concentration and listening skills across the curriculum and greater 

intercultural awareness (Bower, 2014). 

Advantages and limitations of the Framework 

Building on previous models, the framework provided by the Process Motivation 

Model re-conceptualises the investigation of motivation in SLA in qualitative and 

mixed method approaches by offering one flexible tool for case study approaches.  It is 

underpinned by current theoretical understanding of motivation in SLA from a complex 

dynamics systems perspective.  The framework facilitates the exploration of individual 

differences as well as reflecting patterns of a group of learners in order to gain a deeper 

understanding of the reasons for learner behaviour.  The examples provided here 

illustrate how it can provide a comprehensive, yet flexible framework that takes account 

of the multi-faceted complex dynamic nature of motivation including cognition and 

affect in the language learning context. Here it facilitated the scrutiny of a nuanced 

picture across different settings, in which contrasting models of one pedagogical 

approach (CLIL) were in operation.  As a result, findings from the study could be 

utilised to better inform practice within and beyond the participating schools.  It may be 
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relevant to the investigation of a wide range of non-CLIL language learning 

pedagogical approaches, but further research would be needed to support this 

proposition.   

As demonstrated here, the PMM framework facilitates a systematic, approach to 

planning a focus for investigation, designing the research instruments, conducting the 

study and analysis of data; it brings coherence to these processes.   In the exemplar 

study, the detailed nature of the identification of principal characteristics and 

exemplification of potential sources of evidence in this framework enhanced the 

richness of the data and the ability to collect it in a systematic way.  As a result, rich 

data leading to thick descriptions were generated in each context.  

The detailed nature of the framework, though, leads to limitations in its use. For 

example, it is too complex for use as a tool for lesson observation.  Whilst it is possible 

to use the framework to identify criteria for observation, it would not be possible to 

simply use the framework in its entirety as a tool within the context of observation of 

lessons.  Additionally, the framework as presented in Figure 2 is not intended as an 

exhaustive compilation of aspects of motivation, characteristics, exemplification of 

sources of evidence and investigation methods. 

However, the framework does provide a tool, which may be utilised to broaden 

the research base in the field of SLA by providing a comprehensive, coherent approach 

and may also be valuable in structuring evaluations of new pedagogical models where 

there is little published research, such as the emerging nature of CLIL in English 

schools (e.g. Hunt et al., 2009).  It may also be useful in supporting individual school's 

evaluations.  
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Concluding remarks  

This paper has argued that there is a need for a flexible research framework to 

use as one tool in the development of coherent approaches to qualitative and mixed 

methods research in the field of SLA. The Process Motivation Model for Investigating 

Language Learning Pedagogical Approaches, reported here together with 

exemplification and commentary, provides such a framework.  The PMM framework 

proved to be an effective and coherent framework for planning the research, instrument 

design, data collection and interpretive analysis of data in three contrasting settings, in 

which different models of language learning were in place (Bower, 2014). 

As demonstrated here, it enables research to focus on the range of facets of 

motivation underpinned by the SLA social dynamic systems approach. It is sufficiently 

detailed to facilitate the investigation of nuances whilst maintaining a cogent approach. 

Although used here to illustrate the exploration of examples of language learning in 

England, the framework is designed to be flexible and may be used to investigate other 

language learning pedagogical approaches in a range of settings. It is hoped that the 

proposed model will provide a tool to enable teachers and researchers in a wide range of 

language learning contexts to investigate learner motivation in a systematic and in-depth 

manner.  The framework has the potential for much greater significance in the future by 

adaptation to a range of curriculum subjects beyond language learning.  
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Table 1.  Summary of internal and external context-dependent factors of motivation to 

learn based on Williams and Burden (1997) 

 

Internal Factors   subject to         External Factors 

1. Intrinsic interest of activity     

2. Perceived value of activity 

3. Sense of agency 

4. Mastery 

5. Self-concept 

6. Attitudes 

7. Other affective states 

8. Developmental age and stage 

9. Gender 

 

  

1. Significant others 

2. The nature of interaction with 

significant others 

3. The learning environment 

4. The broader context 
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Table 2. Summary of Case Study models for this study 

School Project type Curriculum & 

Questionnaire 

respondents 

Focus groups 

School A 

11-16 

Inner city, high FSM, 

almost all EAL 

Curriculum 

Strand 

 

ICT, PSHE, Tutor 

group for three 

years in French 

Year 8 group of 28 

2 groups:   

8 x Year 8 learners drawn from 

questionnaire group 

School B 

11-18 

Leafy suburb, almost 

all white, few EAL 

School-based 

project 
Subject strand of 

Geography in 

French 

Year 8 group of 

27 

1 group: 10 x Year 8 learners:  
5 from questionnaire group; 5 

from high ability group 
1 group: 6 x Year 7 learners 

(German Geography) 

School C 

11-18 

Faith school c. 50% 

white, 50% Ethnic 

minority heritage, EAL 

above average 

Language-based 

projects based 

on links with 

other curriculum 

areas 

Subject module of 

History and 

Science in French:  

9 lessons Y9 

group of 30  

1 group: 10 x Y9 top set drawn 

from questionnaire group 

1 group: 8 x Y9 bottom set 

 

Key 

FSM:  Free School Meals (deprivation indicator) 

EAL:  English as an Additional Language 

ICT:    Information Technology 

PSHE: Personal Social Health Education (PSHE) 

 

 


