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Abstract

 Poor communicative ability is often highlighted as a significant problem in English 
Education in Japan. Researches （Lafaye & Tsuda, 2002; Benson, 1991; Matsuda, 2000）  
revealed that despite the fact that Japanese students are having positive attitude to-
wards English speaking community and cross-cultural communication, students are not 
motivated in learning English. This paper aimed to address this issue and to give some 
suggestions to English teachers in Japan.
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Introduction

 Achievement in learning English as a second or foreign language （L2） demands a 
high level of motivation among learners.  Researches in the past have proven that high-
ly motivated learners are more likely to possess strong determination and self-regula-
tion, positive learning attitude, as well as other contributing factors that drive learners 
to strive and sustain the long, mundane and often tedious L2 learning journey.  It is 
particularly important if learners are from a mono-cultural or monolingual setting which 
limits the use and exposure of the target language in daily life due to the lack of regu-
lar interaction with the target language community.  In such setting, even a learner 
with remarkable intelligence has no guarantee of L2 achievement without sufficient mo-
tivation.  It is necessary to mention that people from countries with high demands of 
L2, such as Malaysia, Singapore and the Philippines, are able to achieve a reasonably 
high level of mastery in their L2 irrespective of their individual learning ability.  Such 
phenomenon served as an evidence that although learning ability is a huge determining 
factors of L2 achievement, sufficient L2 motivation can outweigh L2 learning ability 

（Gardner & Lambert, 1972）.
 Researches also revealed L2 motivation is an important factor in L2 achievement, 
even in a multicultural and multilingual setting.  To investigate the importance of envi-
ronment and the use of L2 outside of formal classroom setting, a study was conducted 
by Lee, Browne and Kusumoto （2013） to investigate the amount of time students spent 
using English outside of the classroom in a Japanese international university with near-
ly half of the students are not Japanese, coming from over 90 different countries.  The 
multicultural and multilingual setting and the availability of English-based courses are 
believed to have created an environment which supports the use of English outside of 
classroom.  Results with a mean of 21.63 hours per week （SD＝12.72） revealed that en-
vironment plays a crucial role in encouraging the use of English in natural setting.  
However, the study also revealed that learners’ initiative in taking advantage of their 
surroundings to use the target language is also equally important.  L2 motivation is 
closely related to learners’ initiative in learning.  In other words, the learning setting 
alone does not guarantee the use of English outside of classroom.  Setting appears as a 
strong support to learning only when learners possess strong L2 motivation to benefit 
from the learning environment.

What is Motivation? 

 Motivation is not merely referring to the emotional state of a person.  It involves 
far more complicated goal oriented mental processes.  Motivation, according to Pintrich 
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and Schunk （1996）, involves numerous cognitive processes that resulted in the initia-
tion and sustention of action.  From this process-oriented view point, Dornyei （1998） 
has further defined motivation as process ascended out of ‘instigation force’, which initi-
ates actions, remains until the targeted goal is achieved or persists as long as no other 
influencing forces occur to weaken it and thus lead to termination of actions.
 In his socio-educational model, Gardner （1982） discussed motivation as a factor of 
L2 acquisition with three major elements: effort, desire and affect.  Effort refers to the 
amount of time and energy learners spent in learning.  Desire is illustrated as the deter-
mination and persistence in L2 mastery.  Lastly, affect represents the emotional re-
sponse of learners towards their L2 learning （Norris-Holt, 2001）.  Each elements inter-
relate with all the others in promoting motivation.  For instance, learners’ positive 
emotional reaction towards their L2 learning might result in increasing desire in L2 
mastery, which will lead to greater effort in L2 learning.
 Norris-Holt （2001） classified motivation into two distinctive categories: integrative 
motivation and instrumental motivation.  Integrative motivation refers to the motivation 
formed through the affection and admiration of L2 community and culture and desire to 
assimilate into the L2 community.  On the other hand, instrumental motivation refers to 
the form of motivation stimulated through practical purposes, such as meeting gradua-
tion requirement or getting higher pay.

Issues of Motivation in the Japanese EFL Classroom

 Poor communicative ability is often mentioned as one of the most significant prob-
lems in English education in Japan.  Despite the fact that most universities students 
have studied English for at least 6 six in junior and senior high school, most of the uni-
versity students are having difficulties in expressing ideas in English.  University stu-
dents are often unmotivated in learning English.
 A study was conducted by Lafaye & Tsuda （2002） to investigate university stu-
dents’ attitudes towards their English language learning experience and most of the re-
spondents were overwhelmingly unsatisfied with their English learning experience with 
70％ said they did not like learning English and as high as 85％ of respondents were 
unhappy or very unhappy with their proficiency.  Despite the fact that most of them 
have studied English for at least 6 years, 47％ indicated their preference of learning an-
other language as L2 in university.  Conversely, these respondents were surprisingly 
positive on their responses regarding the usefulness of English and 75％ indicated that 
they envied or admired people with good command of English, 65％ showed interest in 
making friends with foreigners and 94 ％ selected “no” when they were asked if they 
find foreigners annoying.  These responses indicated that most respondents have posi-
tive attitude towards foreigners and cross-cultural communication.  The results showed 
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resemblances to other related studies （Benson, 1991; Matsuda, 2000）.  The results of 
these have somehow reflected the context of Japanese EFL classroom as a whole.
 Supposedly, positive attitude towards L2 community and cross-cultural communica-
tion should have, in one way or another, promoted a certain level of integrative motiva-
tion among the learners.  However, this is not seen in the context of Japanese EFL 
classroom.  Such phenomenon suggested that the issue of motivation in L2 acquisition 
in Japan is more complex than it is expected.  It has also showed evidence of the exis-
tence of other greater forces that weaken or revoke the instigation force.  The question 
is “What are these forces?”
 Undeniably, integrative motivation has always remained as one of the significant 
forces in sustaining L2 learning.  Therefore, it is not surprising that researchers, such 
as Dornyei & Csizer （1998）, included “familiarize learners with the target language cul-
ture” as one of the ten commandments for motivating language learners.  Foreign 
teaching materials, which include reading texts and audio materials, filled with target 
language cultural components are being extensively used in Japanese EFL classrooms 
since English was introduced into the Japanese school curriculum.  However, have the 
Japanese students been motivated by the cultures of the target language society in 
these materials? It is true that using such materials are very likely to motivate learners 
who are attracted and interested to the target language society and culture.  However, 
as language teachers, we must also be mindful of the possible pitfalls of using the for-
eign materials.
 While students are already struggling in dealing with new vocabularies, complicat-
ed syntax which is very different from their first language, the presence of cultures of 
the target language society will only bring more burdens to their learning.  Besides, the 
emphasis on native speakers and native culture in Japan might have caused the Japa-
nese learners to set unrealistic learning goal （Lafaye & Tsuda, 2002）, such as to be na-
tive-like, in which it is almost impossible to be achieved.  The failure in achieving learn-
ing goal is an extremely strong interfering force which might eradicate the instigation 
force in L2 learning.  
 Furthermore, the excessive emphasis on native varieties of English might have 
caused the Japanese students to “devotedly” uphold the “nativeness principle” （Lewis, 
2005, as cited in Kawakami & Kawakami, 2010） which resulted in lower tolerance in 
other non-native varieties of English （Kawakami & Kawakami, 2010）, without taking 
into consideration that the nonnative speakers of English have overwhelmingly outnum-
bered the native speakers owing to the massive wave of globalization.  As a result, Jap-
anese students are disappointed with their nonnative-like variety of English and “re-
fused to accept the fact that their variety of English is good enough for communication” 

（Honna, 1998）.  Such disappointment could be another strong deterrence to their L2 
motivation.
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 Another factor which might have impaired L2 motivation is the exam-oriented ap-
proach, which is widely adopted in Japanese EFL classroom.  As discussed earlier in 
this article, Japanese English learners are not motivated in learning English despite the 
fact that they are keen in making friends with people of other nationalities.  Such con-
tradicting findings seem illogical.  However, taking a closer look at the actual teaching 
and learning activities in the Japanese EFL classroom, the cause of the contradiction is 
actually rather obvious.  While the main source of motivation in L2 learning among the 
Japanese students seems to be communicating with English speakers of other nationali-
ties, they are not taught the skills required to communicate with other nationalities in 
the formal setting.  In the conventional Japanese ESL classroom, lessons are designed to 
train students to pass university entrance examination.  Students spend most of the 
time picking up new vocabulary and learning grammatical rules during English lesson.  

（Norris-Holt, 2001; Ikegashira et al, 2009）.  There is limited or no emphasis on verbal 
communication.

Suggestions for Teachers

 The introduction of the new course of study by MEXT （The Ministry of Education, 
Culture, Sports, Science and Technology） in 2013, which emphasized on Task-Based 
Language Teaching （TBLT）, has demanded for a major shift in pedagogical approach 
in Japanese English Education.  Considering the abovementioned factors of demotiva-
tion among Japanese students of English, English teachers should adopt appropriate 
motivating strategies in line with TBTL to foster L2 motivation among students.
 Firstly, English teachers should consider using local materials which are teemed 
with Japanese culture to lessen the learning burdens of students.  In reading for in-
stance, the presence of learners’ cultures and identities in the reading texts might acti-
vate learners’ prior knowledge and help learners to build schemata which make learn-
ing more meaningful to learners （Ahmad Al-Issa, 2006）.  This doesn’t mean English 
teachers should totally eradicate materials teemed with American or British cultures.  
Materials with the cultures of target language society can still be gradually used in the 
Japanese ESL classroom when students have achieved a suitable level of proficient to 
deal with it or to appreciate it.
 Besides, audio materials should not be only of the native-variety of English.  Audio 
materials from other English-using countries, such as Singapore, the Philippines, India 
and Malaysia, can also be used to expose Japanese students to the nonnative variety of 
English.  This helps to open up learners’ mind to accept the fact that they do not need 
to be native like in order to communicate effectively in English.  
 Finally, a shift of teaching strategies in line with TBLT is vital in promoting com-
municative competence among learners.  Lessons should be objective driven.  Learning 
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objectives should be centered around the acquisition of language and skills which allow 
Japanese students to practically use what they have learned in English lessons to nego-
tiate meaning and express thought in English.  More learner-centered activities can be 
introduced to make lessons more interesting and meaningful to the students.  The 
teaching of all four language skills, namely listening, speaking, reading and writing skills 
should be integrated in teaching and learning activities in English lessons.
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