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Abstract. In this article we focus on the problem of motivation to learn a
foreign language. Researchers show that regardless of the subject matter stu-
dents with a high level of motivation tend to achieve better academic results, get
a deeper understanding of a subject, feel more satisfied with their results, and
strive for success. To explore the topic, we outline three components of moti-
vation, namely, interests, emotions, leading motives, and study their levels. The
empirical study is based on the Russian students majoring in Linguistics. The
results prove that a low rate of any motivation component has a negative impact
on academic achievement. The results of the experiment show that students’
interest in learning English is episodic. The leading motive is the coercion
motive, i.e. seeking to avoid criticism and academic problems. The majority of
students have a low level of overall emotional well-being. We conclude with the
issue of exploring the prospect for further research, based on the obtained data,
as to find psychological tools for creating an emotionally comfortable atmo-
sphere and means of fostering students’ interest in English, cultivating their
motivation, making them realize the value of learning; and, as a result,
enhancing the quality of education.
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1 Introduction

1.1 Building a Research Problem

Enormous transformations are currently taking place in learning paradigms and edu-
cation practices in Russia. The English language, being the international language of
communication and learning, is included into a wide range of academic programs
letting more doors open for career opportunities. Nowadays education in Russia is
aimed at developing students’ intellectual and personal resources with its emphasis on
self-actualization and personal growth. The focal goal of education is to support
development of students’ learning, cognitive and creative motivation providing them
with a more comprehensive understanding of the value of personal activity, realization
and fulfillment of their talents and potentialities.
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Motivation is sure to constitute the backbone of learning process. Motivation is a
power that dynamises behavior of individuals for certain purposes, directs these
behaviors and ensures those to maintain consistently [1, 7, 10, 14]. It is motivation that
starts, energizes, sustains, and directs behavior and actions. The amount of effort people
feel eager to put in their work depends on the degree to which they feel their moti-
vational needs will be satisfied. On the other hand, individuals become demotivated if
they feel that something prevents them from attaining good outcomes.

One of the main goals of education is to increase the level of students’ academic
performance by creating an effective learning environment. In this sense motivation is
seen as a significant factor contributing to academic success [2, 16, 21, 22]. Pintrich
and Schunkstate motivation as a continuous relationship between learning and
achievement [26].

1.2 Literature Review

There are numerous theories on motivation and each theory emphasizes a different
dimension of motivation. Motivation is one of the main terms used to explain driving
forces of behavior and activities [4, 6, 8, 13, 23, 24, 32]. Researchers often contrast
intrinsic motivation with extrinsic one, the first energizing and sustaining activities
through the spontaneous satisfaction inherent in effective volitional action, the latter
being governed by reinforcement contingencies [28]. Pintrich, Roeser, De Groot
refer intrinsic motivation to participating in a learning activity for its own sake and
extrinsic – to participating in an activity due to the enhancers(rewards or punishment
components) like getting good grades, making others happy, success in competition
and unwillingness to fail the class [26]. Traditionally, educators consider intrinsic
motivation to be more desirable and to result in better learning outcomes than extrinsic
motivation [28].

Keller divides motivation into two categories: trait motivation and state motivation
[17]. Trait motivation is a general motivation and is stable across a particular time
regardless of situational factors. In terms of student situation, student trait motivation is
more enduring and refers to student’s general motivation toward learning, not a par-
ticular course or subject content. State motivation, on the other hand, is not stable
because it is significantly influenced by situational factors.

Utvær and Haugan distinguish Self-determination theory [31]. Different types of
motivation are understood as different ways in which a person regulates his or her
driving forces: from being externally motivated to becoming internally and eventually
autonomously driven to perform certain behaviours. Self-determination theory high-
lights types of motivation, or regulation, in terms other than of quantity, level, or
amount, as well as differentiates types of behavioural regulation in terms of the degree
to which they represent autonomous versus controlled functioning.

Modern age-related and pedagogical psychology of language teaching has a
number of researches dealing with various aspects of study motivation: kinds of
motives of academic activity [5, 6]; emotional well-being during academic activity
[3–5, 23, 32]; and interest as a kind of inner motivation [14, 15, 17, 18].

The studies of Gardner and Lambert reveal the most commonly used framework for
understanding motivation that language learners typically have: instrumental and
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integrative types of motivation [12]. The external needs, coming from outside, reflect
the instrumental motivation, learning a language because of practical reasons. Inte-
gratively motivated learners want to learn the language so that they can better under-
stand the people who speak that language, and their culture. Integrative motivation has
proven to be a strong impetus to successful language learning.

Many scientists note that students in Russia nowadays have an ambiguous attitude
to foreign language as a school subject, the level of motivation to learn it being
inadequate [3–5, 7, 15, 19, 33]. Certainly it gives rise to a contradiction between the
increasing demands of society, when good language skills increase the competitiveness
of a specialist in any field, and the traditional system of learning a foreign language
organized in most Russian schools. We believe that one of the reasons for this phe-
nomenon is an insufficient level of theoretical and experimental research concerning the
problem of motivation in foreign language learning. Consequently, the psycho-
pedagogical organization in educational institutions does not meet the educational
needs [4, p. 69].

When investigating motivation of language learners one should take into consid-
eration the specific character of a foreign language as a school subject. Thus, following
Zimnyaya we shall turn our attention to the analysis of three main features of foreign
language as a school subject: objectlessness, infinity and heterogeneity. The essential
feature of a foreign language as a subject in comparison with other subjects is that its
learning does not give a person immediate knowledge of reality. The foreign language
is a means of creating and forming the idea of objective reality. It is only a medium of
communication. Foreign language has no separate topic sections, like other subjects.
When studying a foreign language, it is impossible to know only vocabulary not
knowing grammar. One should know all the grammar and the entire vocabulary
required for communication. In this context language as a learning subject is infinite.
Heterogeneity is also a significant feature of language. In a broad sense, language
includes a number of other phenomena, such as speech activity (i.e. processes of
speaking and understanding), and language system (i.e. language defined by a dic-
tionary and grammar), etc. These features of a foreign language as a school subject
form a negative attitude to it as a difficult subject [33]. Hence, these factors are one of
the reasons why students suffer from a lack of motivation.

1.3 Basic Assumptions

Theanalysis of scientific literature and our own teaching experience show that it is of
vital importance for teachers to foster students’ enthusiasm and interest in a subject,
build a supportive environment that will meet psychological needs, increase motivation
and facilitate the process of learning foreign languages.

The goal of our study is to identify the components of motivation, determine the
level of each, and find ways of enhancing motivation. The following questions con-
stitute the foundation of our study: (1) What are the reasons why students feel reluctant
to learn English as a foreign language? (2) What are the ways to promote students’
motivation towards learning it?
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2 Materials and Methods

The experimental study was conducted on the basis of Nizhniy Novgorod State Ped-
agogical University, the Faculty of Humanities; 30 students majoring in Linguistics
took part in the study. To explore the outlined components of motivation, their levels
we used qualitative research and content analysis; observation, interview were used to
collect data for our study as well as the following questionnaires: (1) the questionnaire
“Attitude to studying process and school subjects” [27]; (2) the questionnaire “Emo-
tional well-being, activity, mood” [11]; (3) the questionnaire “Motives of studying”
[27]. The questionnaires were aimed at distinguishing leading motives of learning
English, emotional attitude, factors affecting students’ willingness and unwillingness to
learn a language.

The following principles were the bedrock of the study: (a) voluntary participation
of respondents in the research; (b) avoidance of offensive, discriminatory, or another
unacceptable language in the formulation of questionnaire and interview; (c) privacy
and anonymity of respondents; (d) maintenance of the highest level of objectivity in
discussions and analyses throughout the research [9].

3 Research Data

At the first stage the experimental study was aimed at distinguishing the leading
motives of learning a foreign language (see Fig. 1).

Data received show that only 10% of students have cognitive motives as leading
ones. These students are focused on acquiring deep knowledge and feel the need to
study independently. This group notes that learning English provides them with the
opportunity to know a lot of new, interesting and important things, and show their
abilities. Pragmatic motives dominate in 71% of students. They consider learning a
foreign language as it gives opportunity to get a prestigious job, stand out among

Fig. 1. Leading motives of foreign language learning.
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friends, and get a good grade. But still, realizing the importance of a subject studied,
more than half of students note that difficulties cause a negative attitude, make the
process less attractive. 19% of students chose coercion motives as leading, underlining
that language learning is mostly connected with avoiding possible negative conse-
quences. There is no doubt that such motives cannot promote motivation, eagerness to
participate in class activities, so students do not take most out of their learning. From
our conversation with the students we found out that mostly they have difficulty
studying theoretical material, topics concerning phonetics, history of the language and
grammar. Half of the students admit that they carry out the tasks, given at lessons, and
participate in the discussions only under the teacher’s supervision. The presence of the
teacher and the possibility of negative consequences in case of failure are the dominant
factors when doing the tasks.

The second stage of the experiment is to study students’ confidence in a positive
result of their activities. The results are shown in Fig. 2.

It should be noted that only 18% of the students are set up for success in learning a
foreign language. This group of students is focused on achieving positive results. Hope
and need for achieving success and positive expectations are the basis of their activity.
Motivation to fail is typical for 42% of respondents. Accordingly, when starting the
activity they a priori are afraid of a possible failure, and try to find a way to avoid a
hypothetical failure. Without desire and will it is impossible to gain fruitful learning
results. These students shared that difficult tasks make them panic rather than stimulate
or arouse interest in learning. We found out that there is a large number of students
(50%) with non-prominent motivation to achieve success and avoid failure.

At the third stage of the experimental study we identified students’ interest in
lessons, activities and tasks. Interest is one of the main motives when learning any

Fig. 2. Motivation to achieve positive results in language learning.
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subject, providing a positive impact on the process of learning, thinking, memorizing,
and the result of academic activity. Our results show that only 30% of students can be
characterized as interested in the content of the subject as well as the forms of teacher’s
presentation and style. 45% of students note that only some facts are interesting in
learning a foreign language, so their interest is episodic. They are attracted by some
topics discussed at the lesson, new facts related to culture, history, traditions and
customs of the country, forms of work, films and presentations. 25% of students
consider the educational tasks boring. They do not believe language to be purposeful
and meaningful. They remain indifferent to learning a foreign language, do not strive
for gaining new knowledge and achieving considerable results and show no determi-
nation and persistence. Certainly, lack of interest, enthusiasm towards learning affects
motivation in a negative way, keep motivation levels quite low.

At the final stage we also studied the emotional attitude of students to the process of
language learning and students’ emotional well-being, the results of which are shown
in Fig. 3.

Based on the obtained results, we can conclude that the minority of students have
positive emotional attitude to the process and the result of their activity and feel
emotionally comfortable. They are actively involved in discussions, eager to continue
their activity and to achieve better results. Negative emotional attitude to the process
and the results of activity and emotional discomfort at English lessons are typical of the
majority of students. These students point out that in many cases teachers are impatient
and unsupportive, have too high expectations of students. Thus, it makes students feel
psychologically uncomfortable. The interviews with these students revealed that more
than half of them remain indifferent at lessons, often feel nervous when answering,
especially when they come to the blackboard, feel nervous about the “ironic smiles of

Fig. 3. Students’ self-assessment of their emotional state at foreign language lessons.
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the classmates” and the “teacher’s comments”. Emotional state of 39% of students is
estimated as ambivalent. We can conclude that it is necessary to decrease students’
anxiety, build a positive and supportive classroom atmosphere, warm and patient
attitude. In this case, such healthy environment will appeal to students and positive
emotions determining the level of success will promote students’ motivation. Negative
emotions of students in the process of studying have a negative impact on motivation,
because it is emotions that perform motivation functions in any activity.

The data received demonstrate the significance of finding such methods of teaching
English which would best meet psychological needs of students and capture students’
interest maintaining motivation. Educators suggest different strategies of doing it, such
as creating the situation of success, fostering intercultural communication [15], orga-
nizing collective teaching [10], team-work, various projects [7], and using bright
hand-out material [29]. We suggest that emotions are motives of any activity. The
emotionality of the pedagogical process is one of the most important conditions
optimizing the activity of its participants. Feelings and emotions are sure to be para-
mount, as they provide energy which makes an action possible. A lot of scholars pay
attention to music, being of the opinion that music is an art having the greatest power of
emotional impact. Music stimulates imagination [25, 30], creative thinking [3, 4],
develops speaking skills [20], has stimulative and sedative impact, improves mood and
working memory [4]. Thus, we see the prospect of our further studies in the research of
musical compositions and studying their impact on the process of education, creating a
harmonious, emotionally comfortable and positive classroom atmosphere.

4 Conclusion

Development of society directly depends on the system of education. The aim of
educational policy is to change the essence of educational process and organize the
teaching process in such a way that it will solve acute problems of modern society and
satisfy the modern society demands. Economic globalization has resulted in the
ubiquitous use of the English language making it an indispensable part of educational
curricula nowadays. However, despite all the efforts, the outcome still does not live up
to expectation. Inadequate motivation can be referred to as one of the reasons. Moti-
vation is stated as a significant factor of academic success. The results of our experi-
ment show that students’ interest in learning English as a foreign language is
accidental, and most of them are indifferent to the process of learning. Striving for
success is a characteristic feature of only 18% of students. The rest of students tend to
anticipate failure, have a high level of anxiety, are diffident about their achievements
and abilities. Students are sensitive to criticism, remain silent being unsure of the
correct answer. The results of the study allow us to draw a conclusion that most
students have inadequate motivation to learn a language. We consider it significant to
find out means and methods of teaching a foreign language that will meet physiological
and psychological needs of today’s students and enhance motivation to learn a foreign
language. More than other activities, learning relies on positive attitude of the student
to acquire knowledge. Positive emotions and attitudes towards learning play a key role
in increasing motivation and influencing students’ performance. Emotions are placed
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into the forefront of the learning process in terms of enhancing academic achievements.
We consider music to be an instrument of inspiration and a tool that can capture
students’ interest, build a positive classroom atmosphere, deal with negative motivating
processes, thus increasing motivation and as a result school success.
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