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Th is study exam ines the relationship of L2 learners' motivational and attitudina l 

factors with the two versions (self-rated and tested) of proficiency. 79 Korean 

uni vers ity students were assessed on measures of L2 orientations, motivation, and 

attitudes toward Eng li sh usi ng a questionnaire and learning autobiographies. The study 

also compared participants ' se lf-repOited proficiency with their TOEIC scores. The 

results show that more of negative va lues (self-rated proficiency is lower than tested 

proficiency) came t"i'om students with high test scores than low-ach ieving students. 

Students defined gaining bilingual profic iency as cri terion for success in L2 learning, 

and the ir expectation of such desired proficiency is significantly correlated with 

mot ivation and perceived significance of English, but not with the se lf- rated and tested 

proficiency. Multiple regression analyses suggest that students ' self-awareness of the 

im portance of English learning sign ificantly predicts thei r mot ivat ion, and linguistic L2 

confidence and self-assessment of target language competence are significant 

predictors for tested proficiency, but motivational intention is not. Potential 

interpretations for findings and implications for L2 pedagogy are discussed. 

Key words: L2 learning motivation, L2 proficiency, Engli sh as an International 

Language, second language acquisition 

I. INTRODUCTION 

Research on second/ foreign language (L2) motivation has seen a great shift in its maj or 

constructs of research themes over the decades. Main ly led by DOll1yei (2005 ) and his 

The earlier version of this study was presented in the Korea Associat ion of Teachers of English 
(KATE) International Conference 2012 in Seou l and palt of its findings wi ll be presented in 
American Association for Applied Lingui st ics (AAAL) Conference 2013 in Dallas, Texas, USA 
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affi li ated scholars, the traditional notions of integrative-instrumental motivation seemingly 

changed to a new conceptualization of L2 learners' motivational psychology in light of the 

individua l learner's language leaming identity-L2 se(f This line of discussion, in its 

juxtaposition with the global dominance of Engl ish as an intemational language (EIL), 

particularly places an emphasis on the perceptual link between the global discourse of ElL 

and leamers' own assoc iation with the globa l community (Domyei & Ushioda, 20 11 ). The 

ever-increasing number of nonnative speakers, oftentimes seen outnumbering its mother 

tongue speakers (Crystal, 2003; Jenkins, 2007; Seidlhofer, 2003, 20 II ), has obscured the 

line of native-nonnative commun ities, and concomitantly promoting the transfer of the 

Engl ish language ownership from one biologically received to its actual users (Brutt

Griffier, 2002; Widdowson, 1994). This ownership transfer, while precipitating the demise 

of the notion of ' the native speaker' as a goal of second language learning, fonlls the bas is 

of the changes in the world's linguistic environment that has provided the ground on wllich 

studies of L2 learning moti vation have had to re-theorize their major constructs in ways to 

better capture many leamers' motivational reality that may be sensitive to this changing 

context (Doll1yei, 2009; Domyei et aI., 2006). 

This propensity of the CWTent literature leaning toward identity-focused motivational 

research, whi le contributing to accounting for the intrinsic line betv,reen learners' inside 

story of motivational vo ices and the extell1al world, fails to provide a direct account on the 

association between motivation and leall1ers' ultimate achievement in language proficiency. 

Though there is existing li terature that has examined such linkage (for exam ple, Gardner, 

1985; Yashima, 2000), each social context provides differing kinds of vari ables for foreign 

language leaming, and thus it seems that the results of the previous research may not be 

fully genera lizab le to a different context li ke Korea. Moreover, the clear relationship 

between motivation and L2 proficiency is not ever expl icitly defined, and therefore needs 

further research attention. Intuitively conceived, higher motivation should be the base for 

higher-level achievement in the target language, but when we note that language 

development is the functional result of various factors, it is hardly possible simply to draw 

such a causal link between motivation and learner proficiency. 

Korea is an important site for investigating the meaning of English spread at both 

individual and soc ietal levels in that the nation 's social and personal investment in Engli sh 

study has been known as one of the highest in the world (Lee, 2008; Kim, 2006; Park, 

2009). NLmlerous yOUllg leamers who choose to study abroad to learn English and a great 

number of test-takers in standardized assessments li ke TOEFL and TOEIC are the 

examples to support the social enthusiasm for English leanung ever growing in Korean 

  

 

  

          

            

          

          

         

        

             

     

           

          

          

           

    

     

          

          

           

           

           

         

  

    

       



L2 Learn ing Motivation and Its Relationship to Proficiency 39 

societi . Nevertheless, the nation 's expectation about English proficiency seems to be not 

fully addressed. 

This study, as par1 of the arlalysis of EFL learners' discow-ses on ElL and its linkage to 

motivational and attitudinal dimensions of second language acquisition, will address the 

above stated issue, i.e., motivation-profi ciency rel ationshi p, by presenting the data that 

were collected via the sLU-vey with Korean university students on their perception of ELL, 

motivation, and their language learning confidence. Using sets of empi.rical data, thi s study 

will provide insights, both quantitatively arld qualitati vely, into the matter of the learner 

proficiency, particularly into the linkage between motivational and attitudinal dimensions 

and L2 proficiency. In what fo llows, the paper fi rst reviews the relevant literatw-e; it then 

presents the data that resulted in the di stinctive findings where motivation is highly 

cOlTelated with learners' desire for bilingual proficiency, but not with tested proficiency, 

and lower achievers are not necessarily the case of low motivation. The study then 

concludes with the implications of the finding for L2 pedagogy, particularly EFL-based 

language learning and teaching, to which Korea has direct relevance. 

II. STUDY BACKGROUND AND REVIEW OF LITERATURE 

1. English Bilingualism & Issues of Proficiency in Discourses on ElL 

The g lobal dominance of English as an international language (ElL) has fonned a line of 

discourse where many of established nonus are losing their status by achieving a new 

identity. The English larlguage, originally receiving its birth in Ew-ope, traveled worldwide 

at historical and sociolinguistic costs of "language spread and charlge" (Brutt-Griftler, 

2002), hence gaining the power and prestige as language of the world (Brutt-Grifller, 2002; 

Canagarajah, 1999; Kachru, 1985). Thjs process of language spread allowed Engbsh to 

lose its natively acquired ownership of Anglo Anlerican and Bri tish people, thereof gaining 

a new identi ty as a world/global language (Brutt-Grifller, 2002, 2008, 20 I 0; McKay, 2002; 

McKay & Bokhorst-Heng, 2008; Jenkins, 1998, 2007; Widdowson, 1994, 1997). 

Since Kachnl (l985)'s three circles model, the socio-geographica l stratification of 

English speakers has been a central issue among scholars of tlus concern. In this line of 

research, the theoretical explarlations of the cause and effects of the current dominance of 

Engli sh worldwide were presented from varying angles. Some scholars assert the primary 

motivation to promote the internati onal spread of English should be ascribed to nonnative 

A total of 162,000 South Koreans in 2005 and 2006 lOok either the online, paper or 
computerized TOEFL, accordi ng to Educational Test ing Service as cited in Lee (2 008) . 
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speakers ' socio-historica lly given agentive role and daily-based needs and desires to use 

the language beyond ideological debates (Brutt-Griffler, 2002, 2008; Seidlhofer, 200 I). On 

the other hand, others argue that the political and ideo logical bid of the British and 

American politics should be responsible for the international supremacy of the language in 

that the spread itself was the result of a top-down imposition of sociopolitical ambitions of 

such western powers (Canagarajah, 1999; Phillipson, 1992). 

While this line of discourses on the socio-historical causes for the language dominance 

worldwide primarily concerns postcolonial settings where English has close affi liation with 

socio-historical discussion of colonialism, it fa il s to provide an account of direct relevance 

to numerous learners and users of the language whose interest and concern are not of any 

po litical issues and ideological agenda. Yet, the important contribution made by this line of 

theoretica l positions is also of pertinence to the fact that these theoretically contested 

debates are a milestone for the growing emergence of English bilingualism in the world 

(Brutt-Griffler, 2002, 2008, 2010). 

In itially suggested by Smi th (1983), the most viab le notion regarding the ElL 

assllmptions is the importance of communication abi lity among its speakers perhaps as a 

principal goa l orientation in learning and teaching the world language. Subsequently, 

developing functiona l bilingualism among language leamers has been a consistent theme 

over periods among the scholarly works in the ElL literature (Brutt-Griffier, 2002, 2008, 

2010; Jenkins, 2007; McKay, 2002, 2003; Seidlhofer, 2001, 20 11 ). The basic premise 

herein is that the universal nature of a language as a medium of communication, even for a 

language for the world, precedes any of those concerns that may arise fro m conceptual and 

methodological ramifications of the language into the society of its presence; as such, this 

functional perspective then reassures that the individual and societa l communication needs 

are the primary motivation for developing the global language and thereby turning down 

the kind of ideo logical debates competing for the ElL norms. Here is now an interpretation 

that the promoting of fLmctionalistic bilingualism among speakers and users is a likely goal 

direction for the ElL as a whole and this is mainly driven by learners ' innocent desires for 

needs-based proficiency in the language (Smith, personal communication). Thus we may 

now agree that there is an inseparable link that ties the evolution of the international 

language with the indi vidua l and societal needs for advancing the language proficiency. 

The inextricable linkage between English globalization and promotion of bilingual 

competence, while emphasizing the socia l base of the language globali zation, highlights 

the importance of an individual speaker's own readiness for English competence. As many 

of English fostering is carried out by school-based education, there is an inseparable link 

between the growing Engli sh bilingualism and ELT. The foregrounding of bilingual 

competence as a goal of teaching English language today is important in two respects: [u'st, 

it confinns the social reality wherein myriads of people are learning English for reasons of 

  

 

  

          

            

          

          

         

        

             

     

           

          

          

           

    

     

          

          

           

           

           

         

  

    

       



L2 Learning Motivation and Its Relationship to Proficiency 41 

diversity, but their primary goals for learning the language would be simply linguistic: 

achieving proficiency; second, it acknowledges learners ' role as a principal fon11 of agency 

in the process of developing the international language (Brutt-Griffier, 2002, 2008, 20 10). 

The notion of an international language is based on the premise that proficiency is an 

essential component to stabilize bilingualism, and this linguistic stabi li ty is theoretically an 

end state in second language acquisition (Brutt-Griffier, 20 I 0). Thus, in this line of 

thinking, being ab le to convey one's ideas and culture in a nonnative language is an asset 

that precedes any concerns arising in the path of language learning. Given learners ' 

understandable positioning of proficiency as a principal goal in their study of the global 

English language today, proficiency is seen as having direct relevance to the attitudinal and 

motivational dimensions of the EIL. Moving in this direction, making a conceptual 

connection between proficiency and learners ' motivation in the spread of the international 

language appears to be a natural consequence of the process of sociolinguistic expansion of 

the world language as a whole. 

In a particular context where English is positioned as a foreign language, the learning of 

Engli sh necessitates attention to the fact that the language is studied as a school subject, in 

more cases as a curricular requirement, and that such classroom-based language learning 

may not facilitate natural acquisition of a language in that the context itself is not replete of 

the target language input, at least from a theoretical standpoint. Broadly conceived, the 

theoretical exposition of language acquisition tends to favor the natural setting where 

contexts provide the desired level of input of any kind which may definitively affect the 

level of linguistic attainment. But the EFL has little control over the context other than 

teachers' instructions in the classroom (Gardner, 1985). English learning from an EFL 

perspective, hence, needs pedagogical sensitivity so that language learning can fully 

achieve its goal-the attainment of the target language proficiency. 

This understanding has implications for instructed language learning and teaching, and 

among others is the substantial reliance on learners ' own will and motivation to achieve L2 

attainment. Classroom contexts may not be conducive for learners to naturally acquire a 

language; hence ca lling for a necessary re li ance on learners ' agency and its motivational 

relationship to significant factors such as teachers and pedagogy and at the same time 

students ' own confidence and motivation toward the learning task. individuals' motivation 

to achieve bilingual proficiency should be understood in consideration of contextual factors 

that come into play in the process of language learning (Cho, 2012 ; Kim, 20 II). 

2. English Proficiency in Korea: Teacher Proficiency, Student Proficiency, 
or Both 

Korea has experienced senes of important changes III English education over the 
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decades (Kwon, 2000). One of the most noticeable changes is embracing communicative 

language teaching (CLT) as nati onal guidelines for the foreign language education. This 

promotion of CLT at a nationa l level is seen in line with the theoretical and methodological 

renovations in English Language Teaching (ELT) worldwide in which the primary focus 

was introducing the notion of cOlmnunicative competence (Hymes, 1972) in foreign and 

second language study. As a reaction against the conventional teaching tradition of the 

grammar translation method, the CLT approach foregro unds the nature of L2 teaching 

methodology as fostering students' ab ility to be communicatively competent, and thus 

within the CLT, the goal for English classrooms has had to be reset from the mastery of 

grammar skills and translation of de-contextualized sentences to honing students' ability to 

use English in commLmicative real-life contexts. As such, CLT is an ambitious educational 

agenda that is based on the conception that learners' active involvement in the 

communicative context is the key to attaining the near-native proficiency. In this regard, 

promotion of proficiency is the core of the CLT approach and at the same time a marker of 

success in L2 learning (Canale & Swain, 1980). 

The Korean government's conscious effort to secure competi tiveness in the international 

community and thus to face up with globalization is closely related to its official promotion 

of CLT as a necessary step to enhance its people 's ability to use English efficiently. We can 

easily find relevant evidence for this national tenet; the compulsory status of Engl ish 

education lowered from age 13 to 9 and the official promotion of English-medium 

instruction in higher education, to name a few. In addition to this official line of discourse 

on English proficiency, there have also been a nWl1ber of the societal level discussions on 

English in Korean society; for instance, the ro le of private sectors, which is called sa-kyo

yuk, in relation to promoting students ' linguistic attainment in English has indeed served as 

a critical agenda for the nation's talk in socioeconomic, educational and sometimes 

sociopoli tica l tenns . Whether such a societal English fever stems from the nation 'S genuine 

interest in the English language itself or is based on the social need for the foreign 

language abi li ty, the importance of English proficiency seems self-evident in the enhanced 

atmosphere of English education in society as a whole. 

The added complexity in wlderstanding the significance of proficiency among English 

learners is also found in the institutional level. lnspired by CLT approach, English in Korea 

has focused more on practical skills such as communication ability rather than on simply 

expanding granlnHlr knowledge of the language, as discussed above. In line with this 

orthodox of CLT as a guiding principle for English education in Korea, almost all colleges 

and universities stipulate certain credit-hour requirements of English. This cumulati ve 

demand for student proficiency expands further to the students ' entrance into the society; 

many institutions and businesses req uire minimunl TOEIC scores or equiva lent test scores 

of a similar kind from those seeking completion of college degree or employment. 

  

 

  

          

            

          

          

         

        

             

     

           

          

          

           

    

     

          

          

           

           

           

         

  

    

       



L2 Learning Moti vation and Its Relationship to Profic iency 43 

Despite such a commitment to English learning and the great social economic costs 

invested in English education at both ind ividual and societal levels, the Korean society as a 

whole seems to remain dissatisfi ed with the English language proficiency of students at all 

school levels (Bolton, 2008; Lee, 20082
). This societal dissatisfaction with the learner 

profi ciency adds to the situational complexity, given the nation's active promotion of the 

comrmmicati ve approach fo r over a decade as its philosophica l orthodox for foreign 

language learning and teaching. Hence the society has a need to identi fy the potential 

factors that affect student achievement in Engbsh. One di scussion in this line of 

proficiency talk involves pedagogical variables where the skill s and proficiency of English 

teachers, among others, have been the major issue, and students' lack of motivation has 

been seen as another factor that may impact the ultimate attainment of L2 proficiency as 

also seen in many other EFL countries (see Mckay et aI. , 2008 for a full discussion). Along 

with the global debate on profici ency, Korea has also noticed many discussions on the 

same issue. In an open forum on English education in Korea,3 Hwang (2008) underscored 

the ro le of English teachers in the process of normalizing the public education of the 

Engli sh language by mentioning that the importance of teachers' efforts to keep up with 

students' interest and motivation in learning the language. As such, Engli sh proficiency 

matters nationally and internationally. 

3. Relationship between Motivation and Proficiency in Second Language 
Acquisition 

Theori es of second language acqujsition (SLA) are often characterized by a chain of 

assumptions theorizing the re lationship between the learner and variables intervening in the 

learning process. While cognitive ab il ity to process series of input into a comprehensible 

one is seen the primary factor to ensure the successful L2 achievement, learners' emotive 

and affective variables are also seen as a crucial factor that fac ilitates the process of 

successful SLA (Ell is, 1994; Gass & Selinker, 2008; Krashen, 1985). 

Motivation is an important vari able that may speed up the process of SLA and has been 

widely investigated in conjunction with goal orientations and language learning attitudes as 

its precedents (Gardner, 1985 ; Domyei, 2005). More specifica lly, L2 learning goals and 

attitudes are channeled into motivational mechanism and resultantly reach the lingui stic 

outcome in the target language (a lso, discussed in Spolsky, 2000). Gardner 's ( 1985) socio

educational model, for instance, sees the attained proficiency is the result of motivational 

2 South Korea's average score for the I nternet-based Toefl test from September 2005 to December 
2006 was 72 points, ranking it 21 st out of28 countries in Asia (ETS, cited in Lee, 2008). 

J A total of 4-round pub lic forum s on English ed ucation were held in 2008 by sa-kyo-yuk-geok
j ung-upnun-se-sang on the ro le of pri vate sectors in English education. 
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effect, and consequently this proficiency affects learners' self which will ultimately lead to 

additive or subtractive bilingualism, depending on an individual's learning experience. This 

illustrates a case where learners of higher proficiency are in a close relation with high 

motivation, mostly in an integrative tenn, while low ach ievers are the case with less 

motivation and in some cases their motivation is instrumental (Gardner & Lambert, 1972). 

In these studies, integrative motivation has better served than instrumentality in promoting 

the L2 outcome. As such, motivation and L2 achievement are in a close relation each other, 

with the fonner serving as often the predictor for the latter, suggesting that higher levels of 

motivation can fully provide better chances for learners ' high-level proficiency. 

The connection between the learner psychology and L2 achievement has been also seen 

in a different term. For instance, Clement's (1980) notion of linguistic self-confidence is 

another line where self-perceived proficiency constitutes an impOltant construct of second 

language confidence. His work in 1994 with Dornyei and Noels exam ined the relationship 

between motivation, self-confidence, and group cohesion in the foreign language 

classroom and found that learners ' extracurricular contact with members of the target 

language was related to their level of self confidence. Based on such findings, Clement 

highlighted the significance of L2 confidence in the process of L2 development and further 

proposed a model of L2 achievement based on self-confidence. Another line of theoretical 

exposition of the target language proficiency has been that proficiency is not the goal per 

se for L2 leamers, but a means to achieve interpersonal or interculhiial goals, as discussed 

in Mcintyre et al. (1998) and a similar account on the proficiency-motivation relation is 

also found in Yashima et al. (2004). These shldies have seen more of a meditational role of 

proficiency in fac ilitating the process of L2 communication, rather than treating L2 

proficiency itself as the ultimate end state of SLA. 

The direct relevance of L2 learning orientations to proficiency advancement was 

investigated by Oller et al. (1977), where they found no significant correlation between the 

integrative orientation and L2 proficiency, thus providing inconclusive evidence for the 

empirical strength of integrative goal orientation in predicting L2 proficiency. Similarly, in 

Asian context, Yashima (2000) exan1ined the relationship between L2 learning goal 

orientations, motivation and the target language profi ciency, and found that motivation 

directly predicts proficiency, but goal orientations do not. She then concluded that goal 

orientations can only indirectly reach proficiency tlu·ough the mediating effect of 

motivation. More recently, Chen et al. (2005) examined this integrative orientation with 

Taiwanese respondents in their web-based survey and found that there is no direct 

statistical relationship between the integrative motivation and Chinese leamers' self 

assessment of English skills . The rationale to uncover the link between L2 orientations and 

second language achievement is also found in Korean context. For instance, Pae (2008) 

examined the statistical similarity between two different types of theoretical L2 learning 
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orientation (integrative-instrumental binary versus self-detennination theory) and its 

interconnectedness with L2 achievement, and found that intrinsic motivation was the 

strongest detenninant of students' self-confidence and motivation to learn an L2. He also 

found that intrinsic motivation is only indirectly related to L2 achievement through the 

mediating effects of motivation and self-confidence. 

The diversity of the findings in the prior research, as noted above, suggests that the 

precision and causality of the motivation-proticiency relationship are not readily available 

and thus need additional attention as a future research agenda. As Kim (2011) and other 

scholars (for example, Lantolf & Pavlenko, 2001; Ushioda, 2003) have argued, the 

successful acquisition of an L2 is often dependent on the functional result of the learner 

and the socio-cultural context where the learning occms, and as such, a comprehensive 

accOlmt on the motivation-proficiency relationship should parallel the construal of the 

external variables that arise in socio-cultural contexts. Moreover, learners' own account on 

L2 learning experience is equally important in that the agency of carrying out the learning 

and thus attaining the goal of high proficiency pertains to the learner himself or herself. 

From there, we could seek to examine the potential variables that may actually influence 

the levels of students ' motivation and also of their proficiency. Students' own assessment 

and presentation of the goal orientations and language learning attitudes in connection with 

their motivation and proficiency are in this regard very important. 

This study specifically has been guided by the following three questions: 

I. What goal orientations are perceived as the most important by Korean university 

learners of English? 

2. Which goal Olientation or attitudes best predict their motivation? 

3. What is the relationship between motivation and proficiency in this popUlation? 

III. METHOD 

The data presented in the current paper is part of a large sociolinguistic survey study that 

examines the nature and major featmes of discourses on English as an intemational 

language among English leamers and teachers in Korean context. Among the mUltiple sets 

of discourse data collected through the qualitative sources (interviews and learning 

autobiographies) and the questionnaires with Korean leamers of English, the present study 

selectively uses the data se ts depending on their relevance to the fOCllS of the current 

investigation. The specific components of the data used herein are described below. 
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1. Participants 

The participants consist of79 university students studying English as a foreign language. 

These students were sampled from a 7-week summer English program offered by a larger 

university in a metropolitan city of Korea . The gender ratio among this population is 28 

males and 51 females . About 20 % of the students have short-teml study abroad experience 

(less than I year), and 22 % of them were majoring in the sciences with the remaining 

majoring in the humanities and education. 

2. Data Collection and Analysis 

The questionnaire and learning autob iographies were the primary means of data 

coll ection . Fi rst, the participants responded to the questiOlmaire that measures perceptions 

of English learning and motivation . The questionnaire consists of 53 items in a mixed 

design of open-ended and closed (5 -point Likert scale) questions. The gu iding themes 

included goal orientations, definiti ons of success in L2 learning, and perceived difficulties 

for open-ended items, and ( 1) se lf-rated Engli sh proficiency and TOEIC scores, (2) goa l 

orientations, (3) perceptions of L2 learning (e.g., perceived significance of L2 learning and 

perception of ElL), and (4) motivational intention to learn the language for closed ones. 

Measures scaled from beginner (1) to advanced (5) for Engli sh proficiency and from 

"strongly di sagree" (1) to "strongly agree" (5) for choices in the questionnaire. Cronbach's 

a lpha was computed for each theme cluster for its internal reliability (see Table I). 

TABLE] 

Summary of Variables 

Variables 

De ire for bilingual proficiency 

Cultural interest 

Career motivation (I nstrumental ity ) 

Linguistic self-confidence 

Perception of EI L 

Perce ived significance of Engli sh learning 

Motivational in tent ion 

Te ted proficiency 

Self-evaluation of English competence 

Gender 

Descript ion 

5- item composite (a=.73) 

8-item composite (a=.73) 

4 item-composite (a=.73) 

3-i tem composite (a=.83) 

4-item compos ite (a=.75 

3 item composite (a=.72) 

3-item compos ite (a=. 71) 

TOEIC scores' , Min=230, Max = 950 

Self-ratings; Mi n= l , Max=5 

I = Female; 2=Male 

• TOEIC scores were official test scores reported in the questionnaire by each student. 

Following the survey, the participants also provided Eng lish learning autobiograph ies in 

  

 

  

          

            

          

          

         

        

             

     

           

          

          

           

    

     

          

          

           

           

           

         

  

    

       



L2 Learning Motivation and Its Relationship to Proficiency 47 

ways to present their views on English in Korean society, their experience of learning the 

language and the meaning of English for their life. The specific topic was not assigned so 

that the students were encouraged to fully present any of their own feelings and 

perceptions with respect to English. These essays were written in a free response format, 

and thus the essay length varies from a couple of sentences to a full page. The essays were 

collected mostly in Korean and were submitted to the course instructor. Later these data 

were collected and translated into English by the researcher. Mixed methods used in the 

study are based on the literature that quantitative paradignl is not sufficient to reflect the 

full spectrum of motivation and there is a need for a more qualitative approach to 

investigate specific individuals (Lamb, 2009; Ushioda, 1994). 

The qualitative data (open-ended items and learning autobiographies) were first 

reviewed for the general patterns in their descriptive responses in relation to their goal 

orientations, perceived difficulties, and definition of success in learning Engli sh. The 

questionnaire data were then analyzed to see the descriptive statistics that show the 

frequency of response distribution and mean scores for each item. As well , Pearson's 

correlations were conducted to see the relationship between the major variables shown in 

Table I; and subsequently, multiple regressions (method: enter) were used to identify 

potential predictors for motivational intention and proficiency in separate analyses. All 

these were processed using SPSS 18.0 version. As the last phase, both quantitative and 

qualitative data were synthesized to get a co ll ective view of the whole data. 

IV. FINDINGS 

1. Qualitative Data 

Table 2 shows the major finding of the students' perception and reasons for studying 

English. Specifically, it provides the summary of goal orientations, definition ofL2 success 

and perceived difficulties articulated by this group of students with the percentage ratio and 

major categorical coding themes for each. First, about 44% of the students expressed that 

their primary concern in leaming English is to obtain higher levels of the target language 

proficiency. The instrumental reasons such as getting a job or attain ing high test scores 

appeared with the equal percentage of 44. In combining these two major themes, 

proficiency and instrumentality are taking up about 88% of the responses in the goal 

orientations, suggesting a high-level interest in developing L2 proficiency among these 

students and the intensity of their concern with practical reasons for their English learning. 

While some respondents indicated that their learning is motivated by the desire to advance 

their intellectuality and some inspired by cu ltural interest, these occurrences are not equally 
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significant In their frequency to the primacy of the two constructs: proficiency 

advancement and instrumentality. 

TABLE 2 

Summary of Learning Goals, Definition of L2 Success, and Perceived Difficulties 

Categories 
Learning goa ls 

Definition of success in 
English learning 

Percei ved diffi cu lties 

Componential Contents 
Proficiency (5 1) - 43.96% Instrumentality (5 1) - 43 .96% 

Intellectual desire (7) - 6 .03% Cultural interest (7) - 6.03% 

Communication abi I ily (7 1) -73.96% Sel f-confidence ( 17) -

17.7 1 % Achieving practical goa ls (6)- 6.25% 

Having sufficient input (2) - 2. 1 % 

Lingu istic defi ciency (speaking 36 - 24 .16%; grammar & 

vocabulary 22 - 14.76%; writing 20 -1 3.42%) 

Motivational deficiency (33) - 22 . 14% 

Lack or opportun ities to speak English (28) - 18.79% 

Linguistic Di fference between Korean and Engli sh (10) - 6.71 % 
ote: umbers in the parentheses are the freq uency of each component in each category. Total counts 

for learn ing goals, definition of success, and perceived di fficulties are 11 6, 96, and 149, respectively. 

The importance of proficiency development perceived by this population is also 

underscored by thei r articulation of the definitions of success as foreign language learners. 

Many students (about 74%) indicated that being able to communicate using the English 

language is the criterion by which they ca ll their leaming a success. The high percentage 

(74%) given to the development of communicative competence by this population 

indicates that Engli sh is conceived as a language per se, not as a school subject or a course 

requirement, and thus it is important for them to be functionally skillful in commanding the 

fo ur modes of language use (speaking, writing, reading and listening) . The importance of 

the balance between productive and receptive skills is also perceived by this group of 

learners as indicated in the difficulties they encounter as language learners; many students 

expressed that they are suffering particularly from the deficiency of productive skills, i.e., 

speaking (24. 16%) and writing (1 3.42%). Tllis is an important point in reference to goals 

for foreign language pedagogy and broadly for foreign language education policy in that 

students' own needs and perceptions in learning are the base on which both L2 pedagogy 

and language policy stand, and without which the actual effectiveness of the pedagogy and 

language policy can be neutralized by losing the integrity and sincerity on the part of the 

learners (Baker, 1992). As such, students ' words on the meaning of English leaming and 

the discourses on English at the societa l and national levels are not separable and do 

converge in that students' perceptions of the relevance of the language study are based on 
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the social perception ofthe necessity for the English ability. This point is well illustrated in 

the following excerpt from a student's autobiography: 

'?joj2fc ..i!f-Ff0/ q,¥.52S!. .xfi!/ if -9J.of7f c 510;/ o/{}o/ ~ICf. '?joj~ iSfl-f 
91 '?joj0I.!:.!.S!. fj..8..1i9/ ,?!~ol ~Hf.f!!. .JI~olq . '?1ojc =?.:<II-3:j '?joj5::* 
-9- tifc [II .£.-(}o/ £171 [l/I,¥o;/ fj..8.."0- 51012, .::l2171 [[I/,¥ o;/ ojqAlf:I -g. 
cll~OII.-f 71'?J i /foIl""i J#'?jtifc .;.-I.52S!. #-q . .::lel.!:.!.S!. .xf'?!~ '8-1711 fj..8.. tif 
q.J1 '?!~£Ic 51 YCf. 

I disagree 10 the point that English is regarded as an academic discipline. Learning 

English is better understood in lerms of necessity. English is a language and is widely 

used fo r intemational communication. and hence, many universities and businesses 

require a certain level of English proficiency from those seeking completion of degrees 

or employment. It seems natural English is perceived CiS necessCilY CIS such. 

[autobiography # 41] 

The finding obtained from this population may not pose generalizability to all L2 

learning population in Korea; however, the intensity and consistency of students' 

articulations, by which I mean their primary goal orientation and L2 leaming success 

converge at the point of proficiency, suggest that students' needs based on their practical 

reasons to develop the English language proficiency are not replaceable by any of the L2 

learning concerns for this population and perhaps for many of Korean university students. 

Students ' desire for the enhancement of the target language skills is also identifiable in 

their perception of difficulties in learning English. About 53 % of the responses are 

concerned about lack of the English language skills; more specifically speaking, writing 

skills, and grammar/ vocabulary knowledge with the percentage of24.l6, \3.42 and 14.76, 

respectively (for details, see Table 2). Reminded of the underscored importance of L2 

proficiency in goal orientations and L2 success criterion as noted earlier, lack of speaking 

ability as the biggest difficulty adds to the degree of our conviction that students' interest in 

foreign language study hinges on practical reasons, and this practicality of their intention in 

foreign language leaming provides a motivational push to move them forward. As such, 

linguistic deficiency takes up more than half of the students' perceived difficulties in 

English leaming, and more noticeable is that students by themselves stated lack of self

confidence (19.46%) and motivational deficiency (2.68%) as another layer of agony from 

which they suffer in the path of the foreign language study. The fact that linguistic 

advancement in English is closely tied to students' emotive and motivational dimensions 

seems real. One student elaborates on thi s: 

~ '?i "* 2.J-=? 7-1/ §/""j-o!/ 21j!.i5"} 2 {j q . .::l 217/ ~ iSl/""! c '?1 oj7/- fj..8..3::{j 
VI-Iq . .::l cf* '?1oj7f I-N/7I/ i"-..8..~ o/-8-c ,;rf-d?/VL.lcf. otkN/ {i'lf 
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7/3:~'2! ffof::f5~f .£~ {If/I::- :f// Af{jo/ .::if0f :</I::- ~~ .'::::~A/I::- .'::::?fj~ 't! 
%I::-c-//. +lif!' -0/ 91 of ~ if-lf- gj . .!2.5i MI Af-U 1101 AJ71;zj/ .£/ ~-'$' L-/ q . 910/ I::
:<IO//;zj/ Af7/7//'tf.iJf Afof~<t!.9/ 1=-ff'fl L-/q. 

I am interested in working in a foreign firm a/ier graduation. So English is a necessity. 

English is also important to me because it g ives me self-confidence. J /ett small when J 

didn't know even basic words, but persistently J studied and now J feel confident. For 

me English is a tool fo r reali:::ing my future self 

[autobiography # 61 ] 

Though there is no convincing evidence avai lable to think of any correlat ion or causality 

among these stated goals and difficulties, we have one clear rea li ty that students have 

assessment of their own deficits and the ir own learning goals, as seen above, and this 

assessment is closely related to their desire for linguistic advancement in the L2. We noted 

that students ' desire for proficiency overlaps their definitions of L2 success and is also 

reflected in their perceived difficulties. Hence, consistently, the enhancement of the target 

language proficiency lies at the heart of learners' orientations that wi ll guide them to the 

purported end state, i.e., bilingual proficiency. And more importantly, these discourses on 

English among the students are based their own perception of the ElL, wh ich is well 

illustrated by the following excerpt: 

91of9.1 if Jlll-B- L-flrJ .'::::77/I::- :;j°l ofL-j cf Af§/7f -=?7/7/ /.-1/7-//7/ ff-of.J1 Jj 
7/ {[I/!i!-0/q. /.f/7-//§f9./ ¥?1-$o// 91 of I::- 0/ ;(1/ {j1f!jo/ oft! f11=-3:/ .i?f11. A/ 
(f0/ 111=-4f '?1ofI::- -fi!/!2f 'f!! 1=- fijI::- {!}7-//7f .£/~cf. o-PfIi/ /.i/7-//§f7f ?! 
~.£/.i1 21 I::- ci/ IiI?J 1=- fJj.!2 L-/ N i!f i!/ 91 0/ ~ -'$' ~ -Of cxj :2 ~ ~ g 'f! :;j 0/ 
q . 

The importance of learning English is not perceived only by me. but it is also perceived 

by ollr society and counlly, and even by the international community In the wind of 

globalization. English is now a necessity. nOI anything optional. As time goes by, f feel 

Ihat English is becoming insepal'Clble/i'Oll1 our life. When globalization is the inevitable 

trend in Ihe contemporCllY world and we can'l escape ,FO/11 il. then I will keep up with 

thatlrend by acquiring the English language. I'CIther Ihan simply tl y ing to avoid il. 

[autobiography # 60] 

To sum up the quali tative data, we noted that students are high ly motivated towards 

English proficiency, and being able to speak English is the best definition for their L2 

success, and inversely, lack of the ability to communicate in Engli sh is the first level deficit 

fro m which these learners are suffering. This finding provides an indication that Korean 

leamers of English are not irrelevant to and quite possibly in the same line with the 
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emerging discourse of Engli sh bilingualism globally and suggests that perhaps the 

increased indirect contact with the target input through the internet or the English media 

has rendered it necessary for students to acquire sufficient levels of English proficiency, 

simply as the baseline to become a success in L2 learning. More importantly, the fact that 

many students keep functional use of the language as their goals of English learning 

connotes that English is a language to use for practical purposes beyond a school subject, 

and hence the knowledge and skills that students are expected to obtain in the L2 

classroom should keep the same philosophy. Pedagogically, this foregrow1ding of 

proficiency development is suggestive of a type of conviction that the foreign language 

programs delivered in the Korean L2 classrooms will better benefit when this practical 

aspect of students' L2 learning orientations is fully considered. 

2. Descriptive Statistics of the Questionnaire 

Table 3 presents overall differences in the participants' goal orientations, attitudes to 

learning English and motivational intention by gender and proficiency as presented in the 

questionnaire. As shown in the total mean score for each variable, and very similar to the 

qualitative data as discussed above, students' goal orientations and atti tudes are headed 

toward developing high levels of English proficiency (4.75), and this propensity exceeds 

the mean of their career motivation (4.30) and interest in different cultures (4.59). That is, 

for these students, proficiency is the first goal that precedes any concern that arises in their 

learning path. With regard to language learning attitudes, students' perception of ElL and 

their perceived significance of English learning are equally significant as measured by their 

high mean scores (4 .70 and 4.76, respectively). However students ' levels of self

confidence in L2 communication and self-evaluation of foreign language competence are 

comparatively low with the means of 3.98 and 3.04 for each, and this is quite congruent 

with their articulation of perceived difficulties in English study, where lack of linguistic 

and motivational defic iency was the primary concerns they suffer from, as discussed above. 

Yet, it seems that low linguistic self-confidence and insufficient levels of foreign language 

competence per se do not predict reduced levels of motivation as students ' motivational 

intention to continue English learning reveals the highest mean among the variables (4.92). 

Yet again, se lf-evaluation of L2 competence was the lowest in its mean (3.04), suggesting 

that still for many students using English is a tough task to achieve. 

The gender di fference in these attitudes and goa l orientations is that female students 

show in general stronger mean scores than males as indicated in Table 3. More specifically, 

females have higher means in all the variables except for career motivation; in other words, 

female students seem to have higher interest in becoming a fluent speaker of the target 

language, while male students are more likely to get motivated by their practical concern 
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with getting a job. In addition, wh ile the mean difference by gender is mild with slightly 

higher in females, the biggest gap is found in linguistic self-confidence and self-evaluation 

of Engli sh competence. Female students are a lot higher in their means for both L2 

lingu istic confidence and self perception of English competence. 

Comparing the differences between high and low proficiency learners, it is found that 

high proficiency group reveals higher mean scores in many of the variables . Particularly in 

linguistic self-confidence and self-assessment of L2 competence, high proficiency group 

exceeds the mean of the lower group, but in career motivation, in contrast, low proficiency 

learners are higher in their mean. But for both groups, perceived importance and 

motivational intention are the strongest in means fo llowed by desire for bilingual 

proficiency. To identify the comparative nature between high and low proficiency groups, 

the study also computed the difference between se lf-eva luated proficiency (i.e., se lf

evaluation of English competence) and tested proficiency (TOEIC scores). To make these 

two scores comparable, tested proficiency scores were converted into the ordinal scale 

ranging ITom I (for less than 600) to 5 (for above 900), fo llowing the se lf-assessed 

proficiency scale, i.e ., I for minimum and 5 for maximum . 

TABLE 3 

Summary Statistics of the Main Variables by Gender and Proliciency 

Gender Profic iency Total 

Variab les Male Female Low High 
M(SD) 

Mean Mean Mean Mean 

Desire fo r bilingual proficiency 4.40 4.93 4.65 4 .94 4 .75 (0.759) 

Cultural interest 4 .52 4 .63 4.48 4.81 4.59 (0.775) 

Career motivation (instrumentality) 4.40 4.25 4.33 4.26 4.30 ( 1.148) 

Perception of EI L 4.70 5.00 4.90 4.88 4.89 (0.552) 

Perceived sign ificance 4.76 4.93 4.81 5.00 4.87 (0.521) 

Linguistic (L2) self-confidence 3.45 4.27 3.6 1 4.69 3.98 ( 1.145) 

Self-evaluation of English competence 2.38 3.40 2.69 3.70 3.04 (1.125) 

Motivat ional intention 4.76 5.00 4.87 5.00 4 .92 (0.454) 

Gap between se lf-rated and tested 0.57 -0.79 

Proficiency' 
ote: All variables at 5-point Likert sca le; I = strongly disagree, 5 = strongly agree; the who le group 

mean (3 .28) was used as a cut-off score for high (above the mean) and low (below the mean) 
proficiency groups; • negative value indicates that self-rated proficiency is lower than actual 
proficiency and positive value is the inverse. 

What is found is that there is a significant gap between the two versions of proficiency, 

though it is not statistically correlated with their motivation. More specifically, the gap 

between self-assessed and tested proficiency scores is a lot larger in the high proficiency 

group with the mean (for the gap) of -0.79 as compared to the low proficiency group 
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whose mean for the gap is 0.57. In other words, more of negative values (self-rated 

proficiency is lower than tested proficiency) came from students with high test scores than 

low-achieving students. Students with high proficiency indicated a lot lower level of self

assessment, as compared to lower achievers who present considerably higher self-measures 

than their actual tested proficiency. This is a gap that needs explanation. Drawing on 

Clement (1980), learners' self-rated competence in the target language is an important 

index for the leamer's linguistic self-confidence in L2 leaming. If high proficiency students 

show lower scores in self-rated competence, and when this refers to the lower-level self

confidence in L2, then, this leaves us an interpretation that there may be some variables 

that mediate the precise match between self evaluation of one's foreign language 

competence and actual ability in that language. Perhaps it is where the leamer's affective 

and motivational components come into play either as a facilitator or as a hindrance 

depending on how learning is conceived by the learner in relation to other intervening 

factors. In this sense, proficiency in either teml , self-assessed or tested, is a motivationally 

sensitive construct, rather than a mere linguistic measure. 

3. Correlations Analyses 

Given the primary objective of the present study to examine the relationship of goal 

orientations and attitudes and with motivational intention and proficiency, the relational 

meanings and strength among the variables were computed using Pearson product moment 

correlations. As an initial step of the process of examining these relationships, correlations 

of the main variables were computed with motivational intention and proficiency 

respectively, and the results are as shown in Table 4. 

TABLE 4 

Correlations of Orientations/Attitudes with Motivation and Proficiency 

Motivational 
Tested 

Desire for 
Orientations/ attitudes Proficiency 

Intention 
(TOEIC) 

Bilingual Proficiency 

Perceived significance of English leaming .86'" .10 .46'" 

Perception of EI L .52''' -.02 .27" 

Lingui stic (L2) self-confidence )- ' ._ ) .56'" .16 
Sel f-evaluation of English competence .02 .57''' .12 
Career moti vation .15 -04 .20' 

Gender -.25 ' -.42 '" -.34·· 

Motivational intention 1.00 .09 .56'" 

Tested proficiency .09 1.00 .11 

* p < .05, ** p < .01 , *** P < .001 
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First, students' motivational intention shows the highest correlation with perceived 

significance of English learning (r = .86), and its correlation with perception of ELL also 

indicates a high level of strength (r = .52): these variables are significantly corre lated in 

statistical tenm (p < .001). Students' self-confidence in English cOl1U11Unication is also 

significantly, but at a milder level, correlated with their motivational intention, but their 

self-evaluated English competence and career motivation are not. What is inferred from 

these findings is that students' motivational intention is strongly correlated their self

awareness of the importance of studying English. In other words, motivation is promoted 

by more of the learner 's recognition of the relevance of language learning; students 

internalize their experience of learning by self perceiving the meaning of their investment 

in English study and its potential values available to them when they achieve their goals. 

The sign ificance of intrinsic self-awareness has been widely conceived (Deci & Ryan, 

1985) and this high con'elat ion of self perceived importance with motivation verifies the 

density of the relational meaning between them. Hence we could say that students' own 

motivational self-arousal precedes any extemal reasons for leanling the foreign language. 

Motivation comes within self 

COITelations of the main variables with tested proficiency indicate that linguistic self

confidence in communicating in Engli sh and self-evaluation of English competence are 

both strongly and significantly con'elated with tested proficiency. However, the attitudinal 

factors, perception of ElL and perceived significance of English learning, are not in 

signiEcant correlation with students' actual proficiency. This finding is in line with the 

previous research where goal orientations and language attitudes are not directly correlated 

with proficiency; they are indirectly related through motivation (Gardner, 1985; Yashima, 

2000). The stronger cOITelations of motivation with self-confidence and self-assessment of 

one's foreign language competence rather than with perceptual attitudes (i.e ., perception of 

ELL and perceived significance) suggest that it is students' own confidence in developing 

foreign language knowledge and linguistic skills that has direct relationship with 

proficiency matters . More noticeable is the negative and not significant relationship 

between career motivation and proficiency, suggesting that low proficiency learners are 

stronger in their motivation for careers than those with high level proficiency, but the 

strength is weak. In addition, the correlation between proficiency and motivational 

intention is positively correlated but at a very weak leve l. 

As many students indicated in open-ended responses that the prim31Y motivation for 

their English leaming is to achieve a high level of the target language proficiency, this 

study also computed con'elations of this desire for bilingual proficiency with the main 

variables. As shown in Table 4, unlike the tested proficiency, the desired bilingual 

proficiency has the weakest correlations with linguistic self-confidence and self-evaluation 

of English competence, while the attitudinal factors (perception of ElL and perceived 
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significance) are significantly correlated in statistical terms with r = .46 and r = .27 

respectively. More importantly, motivational intention has a significantly strong correlation 

with desired bilingual proficiency at r = .56, but not with tested proficiency as discussed 

above. What is indicated herein is that students' motivation is influenced by more of their 

desire to achieve higher level proficiency of the target language than by the proficiency 

levels they currently possess. That is, motivation can be aroused without reference to levels 

of current proficiency as long as students are emotionally and psychologically attracted by 

the desire to achieve bilingual proficiency. Hence it seems very difficult to generalize that 

levels of proficiency predict levels of motivation or vice versa. 

Intriguingly, gender is significantly correlated with motivational intention, tested 

proficiency and desired bilingual proficiency, all with negative values of r = -.25, r = -.42 

and r = -.34, respectively. This indicates that female students show more positive and 

stronger motivational intention and desire for advancing proficiency in the English 

language, and simultaneously they have higher levels of TOEIC scores than the male 

participants in the present study. However, male students are slightly stronger in their 

career motivation as indicated by the positive cOITelation in Table 3, but the degree is not 

statistically significant. All the correlation values between the major variables are provided 

in Appendix, in which the highest significant correlations of motivational intention are 

found with perceived significance of English learning (r = .86) and desire for bilingual 

proficiency (r = .56), respectively. 

4. The Relationship between Motivation and Proficiency 

To identifY the predictors for motivational intention and tested proficiency, regression 

analyses (method: enter) were conducted separately for each dependent variable 

(motivational intention and proficiency). In the first regression analysis, the dependent 

variable was motivational intention using 9 independent variab les (perceived significance, 

self-confidence in foreign language communication, cultural interest, ElL perception, 

career motivation, desire for bilingual proficiency, gender, self-evaluation of English 

competence, TOEIC). Table 5 reveals the [mdings, in which regression coefficients (beta) 

indicate the variance of each independent variable to motivational intention (the dependent 

variable) with the model summary of R2 = .806. 

Overall the model explained 80% of the variance in motivational intention (R2 
= .806, p 

= .000), ind icating that the variables included in this model account for the 80 percent of 

the entire variability of the students' motivational intentionality. As shown in Table 5, 

student's perception of the significance of English learning is a significant predictor for 

motivational intention, when other variables are controlled for. Other variables such as 

perception of ElL, career motivation, and desire for bilingual proficiency do not account 

  

 

  

          

            

          

          

         

        

             

     

           

          

          

           

    

     

          

          

           

           

           

         

  

    

       



56 Y oung-Gyo Cho 

for much of the variance in motivation for this population. Noticeably, gender is not a 

significant predictor and is inversely related to motivational intention, similar to the two 

versions of proficiency (tested and self-assessed), suggesting that female students have a 

s lightly stronger motivationa l intention than male students and low achievers in both tested 

and self-assessed proficiency are more likely to present higher levels of motivation. Hence 

proficiency levels are not a critical reference to motivational strength for thi s population. 

TABLE 5 

Summary of Multil)le Regression for Predictors of Motivational Intention 

Predictor Variables 

Perceived significance 

Lingu istic (L2) self-confidence 

Cultural interest 

EI L perception 

Career motivation 

Desire for bili ngual proficiency 

Gender 
Self-evaluation of English competence 

TOEIC 

Standardized coefficients 

Beta (fJ) 

.698 

.1 39 

.035 

.130 

.0 18 

.162 

-.064 

-.068 

-.079 

Note: Dependent Variable: Mot ivational Intention 

Model SummalY: R~ = .806, F (10, 68) = 28.3 18, P = .000 

10.511 

1.988 

.064 

1.977 

.320 

2.484 

-.954 

-.940 

-1.031 

Sig. 

.000 

.05 1 

.548 

.052 

.750 

.015 

.343 

.351 

.306 

Is motivation a pred ictor fo r proficiency? Multiple regress ion analysi s 2 has taken up 

this with proficiency measured by TOEIC scores as the dependent variable using 5 

independent invariables (self-evaluation of English competence, perceived significance, 

linguistic self-confidence in fore ign language communication, ElL perception, and 

motivational intention). The results are shown in Tab le 6. 

The model explained about 47% of the variance in proficiency in signjficant statistical 

teffi1S (R2 = .465, P = .000). Table 6 shows the regression coefficients (beta) that indicate 

the variance of each predictor v3li able to the dependent variable i.e., proficiency. 

Linguistic se lf-confidence in L2 communication and self-assessed English competence are 

significant pred ictors for proficiency (fJ = .42 t, fJ = .380, respectively). On the other hand, 

motivational intention is not found to be a significant predictor. This is in contrast to the 

previous research, for instance, Yashima (2000) where motivation directly predicted 

proficiency in Japanese college students. One interpretation for this gap is that as there are 

many fac tors affecting the process of English learning, motivati onal intention to continue 

language learn ing by itself may not serve enough to ensure the achievement of high 

proficiency in the target language. 
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TABLE 6 

Summary of Multiple Regression for Predictors of Proficiency 

Predictor Variables 

(constant) 

Self-evaluation of English competence 
Perceived signi ficance 

Lingui stic (L2) self-confidence 

ElL perception 

Motivational intention 

Note: Dependent Variable: TOE IC 

Standardized coefficients 

Beta (fJ) 

.380 

.220 

.421 

-.146 

-.135 

Model Summary: R2 = .465, F (5 , 73) = 12.688,p = .000 

1.1 72 

3.9 15 

1.313 
4.134 

-1.439 

-.754 

57 

Sig. 

.245 

.000 

.193 

.000 

.155 

.453 

Instead, students' own confidence in developing linguistic proficiency is better likely to 

explain the chances of getting higher-level proficiency. In this vein, the self-assessed 

English competence is a reflection of learners ' linguistic self-confidence in the L2 

(Clement, 1980) and hence has a significant relationship to actual proficiency (jJ = .380). 

But perception of EIL is not a significant predictor but has a negative weak relationship to 

proficiency; students' concern with the role of English in the world is not directly related to 

their actual levels of proficiency. In other words, proficiency tends to be closer to learners ' 

practical concerns to use the language, rather than to a somewhat distal reality like the 

concept of EIL. 

TABLE 7 

Summary of Multiple Regression for Predictors of Desired Bilingual Proficiency 

Predictor Variables 

(constant) 

Self-evaluation of English competence 

TOEIC 

Perceived signi ficance 

Linguist ic (L2) sel f-confidence 

ElL perception 

Motivational intention 

Career moti vat ion 

Standardized coefficients 

Beta (fJ) 

.1 37 

.008 

-.081 

-.040 

-.028 

.626 

.1 34 

Note: Dependent Variable: Desire for Bilingual Proficiency 

Model Summary : R2 = .342, F (7, 72) = 5.263, P = .000 

Sig. 

-.235 

1.1 32 

.063 

-.422 

-.3 13 

-.239 

3.092 

1.362 

.8 15 

.26 1 

.950 

.674 

.755 

.8 12 

.003 

.177 

Given the highlighted interest among the students m developing higher levels of 

proficiency in English, the study also computed regression analysis for the predictor of the 
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desire for bilingual profi ciency. As shown in Table 7, the model explains 34% of the 

variance of the dependent variable, and it is stati sti cally significant (R2= .342, P = .000). 

Motivational intention is found to be a very significant predictor of the desired profi ciency 

(j3 = .626), when other variables are controlled for. Self-evaluation of English competence 

and career motivation are positively but mildly related to the criterion variable, i. e., desire 

for bilingual proficiency. On the other hand, perceived significance of English learnmg is 

inversely related, though very weak, to desired profi ciency, suggesting that higher 

perception of the significance of learning itself may not be necessarily the predictor of the 

stronger desire for the target language profi ciency. 

v. SUMMARY OF FINDINGS AND DISCUSSION 

We noted in the finding that the primary goal orientation articulated by this population is 

that these learners are primari ly motivated by their need to develop competence to use 

English in communicative contexts. This propensity far exceeds their instrumental needs 

such as to get a job and to get high test scores, or to realize one's self, and L2 learning for 

pleasure. The dominance of securing communicative competence as the primary objective 

in pursuing English study leads us to an interpretation that deve lopment of communicative 

abili ty using the target language precedes any concern as language learners. in other words, 

for these learners, Engli sh is seen as a language, an essenti al means for communicating 

with different people, and as such, it is not seen as simply a school subject. Intriguingly, the 

impOltance of communication ability using the L2 is also confim1ed in the definitions of 

success in L2 leaming in students ' own making. An absolute number of participants 

indicated that they wi ll define success in English leaming as achieving high levels of 

proficiency in the target language. The students' goals and definitions for English learning 

converge at the point of proficiency advancement. More intrigu ingly, in thei r professed 

di fficul ties in studying the L2, the leamers indicated deficiency in productive ski lls, 

speaking in particular, as their locus of agony as fo reign language leam ers. Hence we see 

that there is consistency in this populations' articu lation where they pose the need to 

constlUct the target language proficiency as a key concem they need to nurture for now and 

for the future. 

1. Students' self-awareness of the importance and relevance of learning 
English is the best predictor for motivational intention 

Another important finding in the present study is that students' understanding of the 

meaning and relevance of their English learning is the primary factor that predicts 
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motivational intention. In the previous research, L2 learning orientations are typically seen 

as the predictor for motivation, and among others, integrative orientation, often coupled 

with positive attitudes toward the target language and its community, bas received the 

strongest empiri ca l and research attention as an indicator of motivational intensity that will 

ensure the successful outcome in L2 achievement. However, in the era of ELL, where using 

a language other than one's native tongue is a daily nonn, developing communicative 

competence in the global language may seem to be the primary task for many students who 

seek to gain a global membership (Bolton, 2008). In doing so, students' self-awareness of 

the relevance of their English learning should be the initial step to further promote their 

motivational intensity to carry out the L2 study. The participants of this study well indicate 

that Korean learners of English are not exceptional to this global orientation. 

2. Self-confidence in English communication and perceived English 
competence are predictors for proficiency, but motivational intention is 
not 

Conventionally and intuitively, motivation has been seen as an important factor in 

predicting learners' L2 attainment. Though the direct relationship of motivation to the 

target language proficiency has not received the highest attention in L2 motivation research, 

there are some studies that investigated the causality between them (for example, Yashima, 

2000). As an unusual case, the finding of this study suggests that students' linguistic self

confidence and their perception of L2 competence are better predictors for English 

proficiency than motivational intention, which actually proved not to account for that much 

of variance in tested proficiency. More specifically, 42% of the variance in students' 

TOEIC scores is predicted by their self-confidence and 38% by self-assessment of their L2 

competence. One interpretation is that learning itself is a socially mediated process, and 

thus the simple causali ty between motivation and proficiency seems to be hard to draw. 

Similarly, as Dornyei and Ush ioda (20 11 ) note, another possible interpretation would be 

that language attitudes and genera l motivational aspects are static in nature and thus may 

not be adequate to relate to criterion measures of L2 perfo nnance and ul timately 

achievement. That is, context-specific factors may intervene in the actual process of L2 

learning sometimes as a moderator and other times as a mediator; hence without holding 

the effect from those possib le external variables, the direct causal relationship ben¥een 

motivation and proficiency may not be fu lly defined. Instead, as shown in this study, 

learners' self-confidence and perception of their own target language proficiency are more 

significantly re lated to their actua l levels of proficiency. Wh ile a qualitative interpretation 

may invite the intervention of socio-contextual factors as moderating forces, the precise 
account on the ro le of these factors in deciphering the causali ty for proficiency should be 
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the agenda for future research. 

Then, we may now pose the following questions: Are low proficiency learners less 

motivated? Is low proficiency due to low motivation? As the direct causal link between 

motivation and proficiency was not supported in the finding, these questions of low 

achievement due to low motivation could be addressed by the finding that low proficiency 

students are not necessarily the case of low motivation; rather, as seen in the qualitative 

data, many of low proficiency students are shown to be at least as strong in their 

motivation as high achieving learners, though the degree of significance was not 

confirmative in statistical tenns. The current regression analysis does not verify our 

assumption that the low linguistic outcome is due to low level motivation. 

3. Students' desire for bilingual proficiency is significantly related to 
motivational intention, perceived importance of English learning, and 
perception of the role of English in the local and global society 

This is an important point to note as a reference to actual perception and attitudes for 

learning English anlong the learners, and particularly in relation to their motivation and 

ultimately to their levels of achievement in proficiency. Understanding learners' 

achievement and motivation necessitates understanding the context where the learning 

occurs. The EFL setting is typically said to have two versions of English - "school English" 

mainly focusing on receptive skill s like grammar and vocabu lary students need for exam 

purposes and "communicative (or practical) English" where actual abi lities to speak and 

listen are seen the prinlary concern. Hence, when we note Korean learners' English 

learning in this vein, learners ' foregrounding of the importance of proficiency as the 

primary concern in L2 study is crucial in that it provides an index for our assessment of 

their L2 learning needs; more specifically, it gives us a confinnation that their desire for 

English study rests with the development of target language proficiency, with neither 

enhancing grammar knowledge nor simply nurturing receptive skills like reading. 

Consistently argued, students' goal orientations are focused on L2 proficiency 

advancement and such desires for gaining bilingual proficiency are closely related to 

motivational intention and their perceptions of the role and meaning of learning English in 

both national and international contexts. 

VI. IMPLICATIONS AND STUDY LIMITATIONS 

Proficiency is important for all students in English classrooms. The potential 

significance of the study fmd ings can be found in three aspects as described below. First, 
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language teachers ' understanding of their students ' levels of L2 achievement can be better 

advised not to see proficiency itself as simply dependent on students ' linguistic aptitude or 

inherent linguistic ability. As noted by many scholars, students' achievement in second 

language may not be simply the result of an individual's 0\'Il1 effort or his and her inborn 

ability; certainly there is some portion that needs to be shared by the society as a whole. 

Hence claiming accountability for poor perfonnance simply based on the learner 's 0\'111 

lack of ability or the meager level of their motivation can be thus socially lmjust (Lamb, 

2009). Teachers perspectives on their students ' proficiency advancement should be better 

conceived in a comprehensive fi'arne of thinking in which the learners' motivational and 

emotive components also take up their due shares; more importantly, teachers' role as an 

input provider and also as a model for many learners of the L2 is another critical dimension 

that wi ll contribute to our deeper understanding when we discuss the process of linguistic 

advancement in a language other than our 0\'111 mother tongue. 

Another issue that arises as an implication for English classrooms in Korea is teachers' 

0\'111 readiness for English proficiency. English education in many of the EFL setting 

countries tends to face pedagogical agonies; as elaborated by McKay et a!. (2008), these 

nations particularly suffer from deficits in two major distinctive points: student motivation 

and teacher proficiency. Korea has rather a short history in its transition of English 

pedagogy into a communicative approach away from the conventional teaching focus on 

the receptive skills, and thus, the time for teachers to fully prepare for this changing 

methodology has been also short. This transitional suffering may incur unnecessary 

situational happenings in the classroom that may impede pedagogical interactions between 

students and the teacher. As we already know that teachers are in a ctitical position that 

will exert a crucial influence on students in many aspects, hence, teachers' own readiness 

for language teaching, in both proficiency and pedagogical knowledge, is undoubtedly 

important. In this regard, Hwang 's (2008) comments are seemingly meaningful, where he 

suggests that more than anything else, English teaching methodology should be renovated, 

and in doing so, changes in teaching materials and teachers ' methodological perception and 

self-confidence are critical factors to ensure the successibility of the transitional efforts to 

nomlalize English education through public sectors. 

It is also important to understand the current discussion with reference to rethinking of 

the English teaching methodology in Korea. This point can be understood as an extension 

of our talk on the practical steps for a successful implementation of communicative 

competence in Korean context. The point is that how to successfully implement the CLT 

approach in the actual classroom teaching is to be answered by adopting appropriate 

methods and materials . For example, rather than the unilateral dependence on textbooks, 

teachers also can use more student-friendly materials depending on their students' concerns 

of interest. In doing so, teachers and their students mutually benefit from the potentiality of 
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the enhancement of L2 achievement for students and professional achievement for teachers. 

According to Hwang (2008), this kind of student-friend ly pedagogy itself is also an 

important aspect of teachers ' professionalization. He elaborates on this point: 

¥ 7! '1/5"f7/ $/"r9/ .iiZ.Jfffo/ 9/-"'f:1::ff-* $/f!- .iiZ-!f0/ 0f'i;/L/cf. ~/7/.<2f ~ 

7/ 4'?J* W u# of/£. E/fJ/ YJf:: 9/-"'f5::ff- ~ 4'li* {li[#w 4 YJfil-/ef . 
"roJ{l ot?J -$of/A-j .iiZ7/lof/ c!NJ-'C!-r- . ~-fi7f9/ * 7/.<2f ff-fJ! ol/ cllf!- '!I-r-iff 
*-g-fot 7f-{jo/ 7f.5!J</f:: tfAJI -!ffof/7i/ 7f;Y -3:/ 11 f!- .iiZ71/iff 71/'1Nfot fl-§-Ni3I 
f:: .iiZ-"'f -!ff!2/ .!r. ?:jo/ 111/5"/ ..B.. -r-!i/f:: [£/I2f2 W 4 2/fiL/cf. 

Lislening and speaking are not the only methods for communicative language teaching. 

Reading and wl'iling skills also can conslitute important components o/teaching in a 

communicative way. Now is the time that. using given conditions, teachers should make 

evel)' effol'l to examine their own teaching materials Ihat will best suit their students' 

academic interest and motivation. 

[H wang, 2008, in an open forum on English education] 

In addition to the above stated implications for L2 pedagogy, this study also has some 

potential limitations. First, it has a sma ll sample in conducting statistical analyses . Though 

it secured statistical and practical significance for each outcome, having a larger size of 

sample is recommended for a future investigation of this kind. As well , the data were 

coll ected in one specific region, and thus the findings may not be generalizable to the entire 

L2 learning population in Korea. Hence, the diversification of the data collection localities 

is another concern that needs to be considered in the future study. 

Second, the study operationally defined proficiency as TOEIC scores, but this may not 

fully reflect students' overall English ability. Also, the study used students ' existing test 

scores; that is, each student self-reported their TOEIC scores as part of the survey, hence it 

may be difficult to make a direct connection between motivationa l measures and linguistic 

scores, as it is difficult to exclude the possibility of intervening variab les in many aspects. 

Thus, ill the future study w hich will investigate proficiency issues, the study will better 

benefit from direct measUling of student achievement by controlling other potential 

covariance so that the find ing can claim immediate reliability for proficiency scores as a 

measure of the leamer's level in the target language. Whil e these limitations can still 

remain va lid, the major findings of the study will make a claim for their validity in that 

these results are based on students' own emic voices on English learning goals, their 

definition of L2 success, and their own articulation of difficulties as language learners. 

Most importantly, motivation can be construed in students' own tenns, and we note that the 

students' immediate motivation favors proficiency advancement. Hence we have an 

interpretation at this point that the reality of language learners may be distal in some sense 
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from any theoretically predisposed motivational constructs. 

VII. CONCLUSION 

We started this discussion of motivation-proficiency interrelationship by looking at the 

global discourse on English as an international language and its concomitant consequence 

of growing bilingualism of the English language (Brutt-Griffler, 2002; Jenkins, 1998; 

Widdowson, 1994). One impOItant issue that needs attention in this talk is that the meaning 

of proficiency should be redefined (Bolton, 2008; Davies, 1996). The literature 

tradi tionally has seen proficiency as a linguistic outcome that results from successful 

second/foreign language learning. As well, it is also seen as a marker of confidence 

learners carry in their L2 study and thus leads to success with which another language is 

acquired (Gardner, 1985). The study didn't get the causality between motivation and 

proficiency, but as noted in the qualitative data, motivation has a crucial mediating role in 

learners' process of L2 learning and hence proficiency is closely tied to students' 

motivationa l and emotive components. In this sense proficiency is motivational. 

By extension, the achievement of this real sense of proficiency in conjunction with 

motivational components requires an understanding of, again back to the discussion of EIL, 

"what proficiency means in the context of ElL." That is, multiple varieties of English are 

competing for the "standard-ness" and we are not fully confident which English should be 

the standard against which we evaluate L2 learners ' proficiency. While this issue of 'the 

standard' in English language teaching has been a persistent line of talk among scholars, 

the agreement on any "conunon core" (Jenkins, 1998) seems still to remain a distal reality. 

Looking at the same issue in Korean context, as long as we assess learners' proficiency in 

tenns of Anglo-American standard, we are not free from the theoretically predetennined 

unrealistic goal, a native-speaker, end ing up with endless abortive bids. Proficiency should 

be real , not anything theoretica l or confonning to nativelike-ness. As Smith (1983, and 

personal communication) notes, the context of ElL requires international "intell igibility" as 

the nonn for communicative competence. In the same vein, Bruthiaux (2010) well 

summarizes the essence of this proficiency talk in stating that "it matters very little who 

says tomahlo and who says lomaylo. Knowing the word ' tomato ' is achievement enough" 

(p . 368). 
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APPENDIX 

Corre lat ions Alllong the Main Variables 

2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 
I Percei ved significance 1.0 

2 Perception of EI L .44'" 1.0 

3 L2 se lf-confidence .14 .22' 1.0 

4 Self-eva!' competence -.003 .01 .46'" 1.0 

5 Career motivat ion .14 .10 -.06 -.14 1.0 

6 Gender -.16 -.26' -.35" -.44'" .07 1.0 

7 Moti vational intention .86'" .52 .... • .25' .02 .15 -.25 ' 1.0 

8 Tested proficiency .10 -02 .5 6·'" .5 7''' -.04 -.4i"·· .09 1.0 

9 Desire fo r bil ingual .46'" .27" .16 .12 .20' -. 34·· .56'" . 11 1.0 

proriciency 
*p < .05, ** p < .0 1, *** p < .001 

Model R 

Mode l SUlllmaries of Multiple Regressions 

Regression for Proficiency (TOE IC) 

Change Statistics 
, Std. Error or·--::--- - ----"'---------

Adjusted R- . R2 Sig. F 
. Estimate F Change e(fl dj2 

Change Change 

.682" .465 .428 .828 .465 12.688 5 73 .000 
a. Predictors: (Constant), moti vational intent ion, self-eva luation of English competence, self
confidence in L2 communication, EI L perception, percei ved significance. 
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Regression for Motivational intention 

) Std. Error of 
Change Statistics 

Model R R1 Adjusted R- . R2 Sig. F 
Estimate FChange dfl dj2 

Change Change 

.898" .806 .778 .2 14 .806 28.3 18 10 68 .000 
a. Predictors: (Constant), TOEIC, ElL perception, career motivation, cu ltural interest, desire for 
bi lingual profic iency, gender, perceived significance, se lf-confidence in L2 communication, se lf
evaluation of English competence. 

Regression for Desire for Bilingual Proficiency 

1 Std. Error of 
Change Statistics 

Mode l R R1 Adj usted R- R2 Sig. F 
Esti mate FChange dfl df2 

Change Change 

.584' .342 .277 .645 .342 5.263 7 71 .000 
a. Pred ictors: (Constant), career motivation, TOEIC, El L perception, perceived significance, self
eva luation of English competence, se lf-confidence in L2 communication, moti vational intention. 

Sample Questi onnaire Items C5-point Likel1 scale) 

Questions ( I: Strongly disagree 5: Strongly agree) 

My goal is to become a fluent speaker of English. (desire for bilingual proficiency - item 44) 

I learn English beca use I am interested in fore ign culture. (c ultural inte rest - item 2d) 

Learning Engli sh will help me find a future career. (career mot ivation -item 46) 

I can confidently speak wi th fo reigners . (linguistic se lf-confidence - item 13) 

1 have full confidence in English communication. (linguistic self-confidence - item 16) 

Engl ish ab ili ty is essential to become a global citizen. (perception of ElL - item (7) 

Engli sh is im portant to succeed in our soc iety. (perce ived significance - item 25) 

I wi ll continue study ing Engli sh. (motivati onal intention - item 10) 

I wi ll spend more time and energy to study Engli sh. (mot ivational in tention - item 28) 

Applicable levels: ter1iary and uni versity 
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