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1. INTRODUCTION 

 

In this thesis, I will research the factors that motivate university students to learn English 

language at university level. Through a questionnaire, I will ask university students in Finland 

at the University of Jyväskylä and South Korea at Ewha Womans University about their English 

language learning motivation, studying environment, and the perceptions of English language 

learning in their countries. There has been a lot of research on motivation, language learning 

motivation, and English language motivation, but very little comparative scholarly research 

between Finland and South Korea. Therefore, I believe this paper will provide new insight into 

the topic.  

 

There is no one universally accepted or even largely accepted model for motivation, although 

many researchers have attempted to create one. Still, it is impossible to grasp such a complex 

human phenomenon in a way that would explain it perfectly and apply in all cultures around 

the world. I believe it is more realistic and even more beneficial to try to understand students’ 

language learning motivation on a smaller scale in numerous contexts to better understand what 

motivational factors are most prevalent in each context. This way teachers can better understand, 

help, and motivate their students.  

 

Although there is no one theory that fits all contexts, there are many that can describe some 

aspects of motivation. In this study, I will be using Dörnyei’s L2 Motivational Self System 

(2005, 2009, in Ushioda 2011), which draws on the idea of possible future selves that have been 

studied and used in other theories as well. This is because I am interested in how and to what 

extent imagined future selves in different environments can motivate students. I am also 

interested in finding out how the students and their families and friends perceive English 

language learning. Additionally, I want to discover how the study environment is seen by the 

students. 
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2. PREVIOUS RESEARCH ON MOTIVATION 

 

Although the study of motivation in learning is not new, I believe it is still lacking. There is no 

single definition for motivation, nor is there any general answer as to what motivates people, 

as the factors behind motivation can be numerous. And a general “applies to all” explanation 

for motivation may never be identified. Still, it is a topic worth exploring, as better knowledge 

of what motivates students to study certain subjects could help educators and institutions 

develop more suitable ways to help students, especially those who are not so motivated in the 

subject. In this thesis, I am interested in the English language learning motivation of university 

students majoring in English in two countries – Finland and South-Korea.  

 

2.1 Defining Motivation 
 

I will begin by defining motivation. It is a concept used every day in all areas of life, but most 

of the time no one really explains what they mean by motivation. Still, we somehow seem to 

understand. Questions of motivation have been discussed since the works of Socrates, Plato, 

and Aristotle, and the systematic study on matters associated with motivation started in the late 

19th century (Ames and Ames 1984: xi). The word motivation comes from the word movere, 

which means to move in Latin, and it deals with questions of what moves people to make 

decisions, to act, and continue the action for a period of time (Dörnyei and Ushioda 2011: 3).  

 

Dörnyei (2001: 1) says that “strictly speaking, there is no such thing as ‘motivation’.” He goes 

on to explain that by this, he means that at its core motivation is still an abstruse, imaginary 

theory and that it is a tool for us to make sense of the reasons for human behavior and thinking. 

Therefore, he points out that motivation blankets a wide range of different reasonings and 

contexts - from finances to freedom - that may motivate a person. Later, he concludes that 

motivation is “related to one of the most basic aspects of the human mind” and most people 

both in education and research agree that motivation is an important factor in successful 

learning (Dörnyei 2001: 2).  
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An important issue that Dörnyei and Ushioda (2011: 4) raise is that developing a so called 

“super-theory” of motivation that applies on all the types of motivation is an unattainable 

ambition. I believe that this is true and should be understood by all. Although it is a tempting 

idea to make a theory or a model that “fits all”, it is problematic to think that all human 

motivation could be generalized or summed up into one framework. Human cognition and 

behavior are so complex that such an attempt, although ambitious, is bound to have many flaws. 

Still, it is important to try to make sense of motivation, in my case, English learning motivation, 

to further understand the factors behind students’ learning motivation to better understand and 

cater to their learning needs. 

 

2.2 Learning Motivation 
 

Learning motivation is often divided into intrinsic and extrinsic motivation. Intrinsic motivation 

is, as the word suggests, something that comes from inside the person, and in Pintrich and 

Schunk’s words, “motivation to engage in an activity for its own sake” (2002: 245 in Franco 

and Svensgaard 2012: 246), whereas extrinsic motivation is the outside influence on motivation 

or “motivation to engage in an activity as a means to an end” (Ibid.). One could guess that, in 

general, learning motivation in a school setting can be heavily based on the extrinsic motivation 

of, for example, needing to pass a test or find a job in the future. At university level, however, 

I would expect many students are motivated by both intrinsic and extrinsic factors as students 

can study topics that they have chosen themselves. Although extrinsic motivation may result in 

successful test scores, it is questionable whether extrinsic motivators such as rewards could be 

successful in the long-run, as the student may feel that once the reward has been gained, the 

“job is done”.  

 
The similarities and differences between English language learning motivation at university 

level in the two countries – Finland and South-Korea – have not been previously studied in 

pedagogic research even though there has been news coverage of the high rankings of both 

countries in the PISA (Programme for International Student Assessment) tests (Heo, Leppisaari, 

and Lee 2018). However, the two countries received indexes of average achievement 

motivation that shows less promising results. Finland’s index was 0.0, whereas Korea’s was 

even lower at -0.5, and so Finland was average for motivation, while Korea was below the 

OECD country average (PISA 2015 Results (Volume III)). Schoolwork-related anxiety index 
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in Finland (-0,14) was lower than the average of OECD countries (0,01), which means Finnish 

students were less anxious than their Korean counterparts who reported above the average index 

(0,10) (Ibid.) Also, the life satisfaction average in OECD countries was 7, where Finland was 

again above average at 7.9, while Korea fell below average at 6.4 (Ibid.).  Still, both countries 

seem to do quite well in tests that measure academic skills.  

 

Therefore, I think the motivational background of the students would be an interesting and 

relevant topic to study further, as the PISA index does not discuss the reasons specific for the 

motivation index. Also, the test results in both countries are well above average but the anxiety 

levels in Korea are significantly higher and life-satisfaction lower than in Finland. The PISA 

test is conducted on 15-year-old students. However, I believe that its results may be relevant 

for students at other levels as well. It seems that students in neither country report high levels 

of motivation, which is generally thought to influence the results of learning in a positive way 

as Dörnyei (2001: 2) pointed out as well. There are a lot of studies focusing on elementary 

school student motivation, but it seems that there is a gap in the coverage of university student 

motivation.  

 

For this paper, I will be analyzing the data using the theoretical framework of L2 Motivational 

Self System (Dörnyei 2005, 2009) which draws from the theory of future selves first introduced 

by Markus and Nurius (1986). It can be seen as a more modern take on older integration theories. 

Ushioda (2012: 1) explains the limitations of traditional integration theories as follows:  

 

A desire to integrate into the target language community lose their explanatory power (a) 
when English is fast becoming a ‘must-have’ basic educational skill in more and more 
primary curricula (Graddol, 2006); (b) when there is no clearly defined target language 
community (UK? US? The world?) into which learners of English are motivated to 
‘integrate’; and (c) when physical geographical boundaries separating communities of 
language users become dissolved in the world of cyberspace and online communication 
networks. 

 

The concepts that I am especially interested in here are ideal L2 self and ought-to L2 self of 

which the former represents the person’s thoughts on what he or she could be in different 

contexts (promotion focus) whereas the latter is more about what the person should become in 
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order to adapt and manage in different contexts, such as passing a test to graduate (prevention 

focus). Ideal L2 self would therefore be the desire to become a native-like speaker of English, 

using English as lingua franca in an international company one wants to work for, or something 

else that is not necessarily something that is needed for oneself, but something that he or she 

would really want to achieve. Whereas ought-to L2 self would be the need to be at a level of 

fluency that allows one to pass his or her exams, to get a job, be “as good as the others”, or 

something else that is necessary for him or her to feel comfortable with his or her L2 self. Of 

course, as Ushioda (2012: 5) explains “not all types of possible future self will channel 

motivation and those which represent ‘ideal’ future self-images are more likely to do so because 

of our psychological desire to reduce the discrepancy between our current and ideal selves”. 

The third aspect that is explained in the theory is L2 learning experience dimension, which 

describes the social learning environment. In other words, “it concerns situation-specific 

motives related to the immediate learning environment and experience” (Dörnyei, 2019: 3). 

 

Past research has found that: 

Although the popularity and international dominance of English is as strong as ever, the link 

between motivation and the choice of Global English for language learning has been losing its 

significance because people tend to take up the study of English increasingly as self-evident 

part of education rather than driven by a motivated decision (Dörnyei, Csizér & Németh 2006: 

143-144). 

Still, motivation must play an important part even in English language learning, even if in many 

countries such as Finland and South-Korea is a mandatory part of education. Another finding 

was, that students thought that English language learning, as well as any other language learning, 

was socially supported (ibid.). For many people, English is also a language that is globally 

owned, which implies that there is no clear target community like in the traditional integration 

theory by Gardner (1985 in Dörnyei, Csizér & Németh 2006). Therefore, English language is a 

special case in terms target language community, as it does not have a clearly visible and 

defined language community, which for example Finnish and Korean still have. 
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3. PRESENT STUDY 

 

As already discussed, motivation and learning tend to go hand in hand. Generally, it is agreed 

that motivation affects learning and that the more motivated one is the more likely he or she is 

to learn. In this study I will attempt to determine what motivates students to learn English and 

how these motivational aspects differ between South Korean and Finnish students. I am also 

interested in the levels of stress students have over their studies. As I was a student in a South 

Korean University for a year, I noticed differences in the way university students seem to study. 

For example, in South Korea I could see hundreds of people studying around the campus as late 

as midnight and most seem to take their studies seriously to the point of immense stress and 

exhaustion. Whereas in Finland, studying seems more relaxed and many people tend to study 

at home and spend a lot more time away from studying. Students seem to agree that their 

education is important, but that other things can be just as important. However, these are only 

my observations and perceptions and I can only guess the reasonings and factors behind these 

differences that I have observed. Therefore, I wanted to conduct a study on the students in my 

home university, the University of Jyväskylä (Jyväskylän Yliopisto), and the university I 

studied in South Korea, Ewha Womans University (이화여자대학교).  

 

Therefore, my research question is:  

What motivates Finnish and South Korean university students to study English? 

 

In other words, why are they studying English? Do they see English language as a necessary 

skill when looking for a job, or is it merely enjoyable? Do they want to make friends using 

English, or does their favorite band make music in English? Do their parents force them to study 

English, or do the students themselves have passion for the language? But also, does this 

motivation come with immense stress or does it just boost their learning? I believe stress and 

anxiety can be powerful motivators and especially in university and school in general students 

often find themselves motivated by the approaching deadline or the need to at least reach the 

average grade. Of course, people are different and the factors that causes them stress or anxiety 

differ, but nonetheless these factors do push them to study. Therefore, I will also ask questions 

on the amount of stress the students experience and how it shows. The theory of future selves 
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and L2 learning experience fit these questions well, because they are about what motivates 

students in their studies as they are studying for a reason, whatever the motivation behind it 

may be – as well as what the social learning environment is like.  

 

I will conduct my study through a questionnaire in a paper form. The questionnaire will include 

some open-ended questions, multiple-choice, and ratio scale questions to provide answers that 

can be made into statistics. I chose to conduct the study in second- and third-year classes, where 

most students tend to be still somewhat “new” in university. The data was collected through a 

questionnaire that participants answered in class individually. The topics of the questionnaire 

will include some of the themes studied before, such as what the participants feel about the 

language as well as the uses of English in their life (Dörnyei 2010).  

 

There are three multiple-choice questions. The first inquires whether the student feels the need 

to compete in his or her studies and they will check yes, sometimes or no. The second question 

has 12 different motivational factors listed and the students will pick 5 most important factors. 

The third multiple choice question is similar to the second and has nine ways to use English in 

one’s everyday life listed and again the students will pick 5 most prominent ways they use 

English.  

 

The questionnaire also has open-ended questions that inquire about what motivates the students, 

how competitive they think the study environment is and how it shows, and how they feel about 

the culture most commonly linked to English language. One question also examines the 

student’s and his or her family’s perception of English language and English language learning. 

Open-ended questions will be analysed thematically, in other words, I will analyze which 

themes emerge from the data. Additionally, there are three ratio scale questions that ask the 

student to answer on a scale of 1 to 10 how motivated they are in their studies, how stressed 

they were about their studies and how high do they think their intrinsic motivation is.  

 

The Finnish sample consisted of 14 female and 11 male students around the age of 22 and on 

average in their second or third year in university. The Korean sample was made up of 34 female 

students around the age of 20 and mostly in their second year of university. The reason for an 
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all-female sample in South Korea was, that the university I collected the data in was a women’s 

university, as the name Ewha Womans University implies.  

 

Another key difference in the samples, is the grading system the universities use. The University 

of Jyväskylä uses absolute grading, which means that no matter the performance of other 

students the grade is fixed. For example, if a student has 90-100% correct marks they will 

automatically receive the highest grade. Therefore, in theory, everyone can receive the highest 

grade. However, at the time the data was collected, Ewha Womans University used relative 

grading, which is a grading system where only a certain percentage of students can receive each 

grade, so the grading is affected by student performance. In other words, only a certain number 

of people are able to receive the highest grade and so even if all students get 90-100% correct 

marks, they cannot all receive the highest grade like in the University of Jyväskylä. 
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4. RESULTS AND ANALYSIS 
 

4.1 Competitiveness in the university 
 

Gathering from the data, I can conclude that the South Korean students do experience the study 

environment as stressful and competitive. This relates to Dörnyei’s (2005, 2009, in Ushioda 

2010) concept L2 learning experience dimension in his “L2 Motivational Self System”, which 

deals with the social learning environment. 15 out of 34 participants stated explicitly that the 

studying environment is competitive or very competitive, whereas five answered with a more 

hesitant somewhat or quite competitive. Interesting, however, is that not one person said that 

the studying environment is not competitive. The way the participants describe the 

competitiveness was predominantly by comparison to peers. In fact, 17 out of the 34 

participants explained the environment through comparison to other students, such as 

“everybody doesn’t satisfy if he or she isn’t the ace”, “we felt nervous when we didn’t study 

more than other students in the same grade” and “they’re afraid that they didn’t do well 

compared to others”. This is seen in multiple choice question (Table 1) that enquired if the 

students felt the need to do better than the other students, where 22 answered yes, 11 sometimes, 

and only 1 no. 

 

Table 1. Q. Do you feel the need to do better than others in your studies? (South Korea) 

Yes 22 

No 1 

Sometimes 11 

 

 

It therefore seems that the students’ motivation in this respect comes from the pressure to be at 

least as good and successful as others, which is what Dörnyei calls ought-to L2 self, which is 

described as having a prevention focus. In other words, the students seem to be motivated to be 

at least at the same level as the others in order to feel comfortable in their studies. However, the 

table shows that for most being as good as the others is not enough, but they feel the need to do 

even better.  
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Many also believed the relative grading system makes the competitiveness worse and stresses 

students, as the distinction between the highest grades is so small that competition is inevitable. 

As for how the competitiveness shows, they explained that students tend to study extensive 

periods, especially during the exam period. Another prevalent answer was that, although the 

questions did not mention absences at all, the students continuously mentioned that absences 

are very rare and that this is a sign of competitiveness. Students also reported lack of sleep, 

medicating of stress related head and stomach aches, and some even commented that the 

country has a high rate of teenager suicides which they thought is related to school stress. It 

appears that the study environment is such that one is expected to continually compete. 

 

In Finland, on the other hand, 20 out of 25 participants said that the study environment is not 

very competitive. Only one explicitly stated that “It is quite competitive”. However, 4 

participants did report thinking that the competition is more subtle or depends on the situation. 

One of the reasons why the environment was seen as non-competitive was the considerable 

amount of groupwork and learning together instead of teacher-centered learning. Some also 

commented that they are at the university for themselves and that “it is not a race”. Comparison 

to others was mentioned by three people but as something that other people do, not the 

participants themselves. Still, people seemed to be motivated by seeing a peer doing well and 

consequently inspired to also be “that good”. In the multiple-choice question that enquired if 

the students felt the need to do better than the other students (Table 2), 6 answered yes, 6 

sometimes, and 13 no. It seems, therefore, that prevention focused motivation is not as common 

in the Finnish university as it is in the South Korean.  

 

Table 2. Q. Do you feel the need to do better than others in your studies? (Finland) 

Yes 6 

No 13 

Sometimes 6 

 

A possible reason for this difference in competitivity may be that the universities' grading 

systems differ in a fundamental way. The Finnish grading system is static in that a certain score 

corresponds to a certain grade and therefore in theory, everyone is able to achieve the maximum 

grade. In South Korea, however, the relative grading system is quite common, and was also 
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used in Ewha Womans University. In the relative grading system, the number of students who 

are able to gain the highest grade is limited and so and so, students may be told in the first class 

“x amount of you will get the highest grade”. This, I believe is bound to cause the environment 

to become more. The school informed that starting from March 2018, a professor could decide 

how the grading was carried out and so relative grading was not the only option at this point. 

When talking to the students, however, I was told that many of the teachers continued the use 

of relative grading. 

 

As I mentioned earlier, the stress levels of students in South Korea and Finland were compared 

in the PISA test and the results suggested that Finnish students are less stressed than the average, 

while South Korean students were more stressed than average. The study, however, is not done 

on university students and so I wanted to see whether or not my research would discover a 

similar pattern among university students.  

 

Table 3. Q. How high would you rate your stress level because of school on a scale of 1 to 10, 

1 being “not stressed at all” and 10 being “extremely stressed”. 

 Median value Mean value 

Finland 7 6,9 

South Korea 7 6,6 

 

 

Stress, similar to competitiveness of the studying environment would relate to the L2 learning 

experience dimension. It seems that the answers do not follow a similar pattern to the PISA 

results. In fact, the median of the answers was 7 as shown in Table 3 in both countries, but there 

was a difference of 0,3 in the mean value, which is quite small but still converse to the PISA 

results, as the 0,3 units more stress was reported in Finland. So, it seems that even with the 

differences in grading systems, the stress levels are similar in both samples. Still, it is necessary 

to remember that these are answers given by the participants based on their own feeling of their 

stress and people may have different ideas of what stress is or how much stress equals to which 

number.  
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4.2 How do students of English language motivate themselves? 
 

When looking at the open-ended answers as to what motivates the students, I found eight themes, 

bearing in mind that one participant may have mentioned several categories. The themes and 

the number of answers falling into each theme in both countries can be seen below. 

 

Table 4. Q. What motivates you?  

 Category University of 
Jyväskylä, 
Finland (out of 25 
participants) 

Ewha Womans 
University, 
South Korea (out of 
34 participants) 

1 Thinking about the future (job, opportunities, 

stable life etc.) 

7 6 

2 Comparison to others that are better 2 6 

3 Literature, movies, youtube, musicals, etc. 3 4 

4 Will to be better at communication and sound 

more native. 

1 4 

5 Becoming a globalized person, who visits other 

countries and follows the situation abroad. 

 

2 

 

3 

6 The need to get credits, and to get a degree. 5 3 

7 Learning because of the enjoyment it brings. 8 3 

 

 

As mentioned in the previous section, comparison to others would best be described as 

belonging to the ought-to L2 self, but another category with a clear prevention focus is the need 

to do credits, and to get a degree. The categories with promotion focus, Ideal L2 self, would be 

number 1, 4, and 5. The third category was the cultural interest that motivates students, such as 

watching movies, musicals, tv-shows, reading, listening to music. Also, some stated they 

simply enjoy English language and language learning.  

 

In the multiple-choice question on motivational factors, the most common answers in Finland 

were the following statements: “I want to use English in my future career”, “I enjoy English 

language learning”, “I need to learn English in order to find a job”, “I want to be able to 
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understand entertainment that is in English”, and “I want to be able to use English to make 

friends with people from different countries”. In South Korea, the most prevalent picks were: 

“I want to use English in my future career”, “I need to learn English in order to find a job”, “I 

want to be able to understand entertainment that is in English”, “I want to move to an English-

speaking country” and “I want to be able to use English to make friends with people from 

different countries”. Both samples picked motivators dealing with working life, entertainment, 

and the desire to make friends through English. Although many South Korean students also 

picked “I enjoy English language learning”, it was only the sixth most chosen statement, 

whereas in Finland it was the second most common. In South Korea the desire to move to an 

English-speaking country, however, was the third most common statement, whereas in Finland, 

it was the sixth. It therefore seems, that South Korean students are motivated by the 

opportunities English language mastery brings them, and while the same is also true in Finland, 

enjoyment of the language itself is also a big part of their motivation.  

 

4.3 English language in the society 
 

Students in both countries reported that the general public understands the need for English 

language teaching and learning, and the opportunities that mastery of English brings, however, 

many participants note that it has become even a necessity in order to find a good job. Still, the 

South Korean students point out that the way English is taught is mostly academic and so people 

may not see it as practical: “I think it’s too much about studying the principles. Koreans are 

good at analyzing difficult English paragraphs, but not good at using in daily lives.” 

 

In fact, English language was described in numerous answers as a “tool”, which highlights the 

practical need. Participants in both samples agreed that English is everywhere and mostly 

viewed in a positive light, so parents and friends are supportive and proud of their choice of 

major. A Finnish student commented: “my parents have always encouraged me and my sisters 

to study English because they see it as an important “tool” for the future” which was similar to 

many other students’ answers. 
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A small number of participants, however, brought up the idea that English is so prominent 

nowadays that it may even threaten the native language and culture. A Korean participant 

commented: “I think, in Korea, English is used too much. While walking the streets, I can 

hardly see signs written in Hangeul. Maybe they think it’s cool to use English, but sometimes 

this culture weakens Korea’s identity” and similarly a Finnish student said that: “Sometimes 

people see it as a language that could make the Finnish language, for example, disappear.”  

 

Both groups of students also recognized that the culture of English-speaking countries, 

predominantly the USA, is influential and can be seen in both countries in the “main stream 

culture”. They reported mostly that US artists, movies, tv-shows, and so on are usually seen as 

“cooler” than those of their own country. A Korean participant explained: “I think Korean 

people think that something in English is much cooler than something in other language” and a 

Finnish participant similarly said: “Cool in USA  cool in Finland especially the American 

pop-culture and youngsters use it.” I believe this perception can motivate students to learn 

English to understand and talk about their English speaking idols and other influencers they 

find “cool” or inspiring. 
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5. CONCLUSION 
 

In conclusion, it seems that the factors that motivate students in both countries do, in fact, 

overlap. What seem to be the most motivational factors, are the future possibilities English 

provides them in their career, their abilities to form new relationships, their abilities to consume 

global media, entertainment, take part in online and offline discussions in English, and even 

move to another country – in other words, the images of their ideal L2 selves in their desired 

environments. Still, the ought-to L2 self seems to keep the students focused even in times of 

lower energy and higher stress periods in their studies – in other words, when one feels that 

they just cannot care about their course paper anymore, they find motivation through the 

thought that they need to do it.  

 

The most prominent difference was that although students in both countries were stressed, 

South Korean students felt the study environment as very competitive, while Finnish students 

did not. South Korean students also felt the need to do at least as well, if not better than others 

(prevention focus). Finnish students reported being motivated by peers doing well, but not the 

need to do better, in other words, they were mostly inspired – rather than pressured - by their 

peers doing better than them. 

 

There are limitations to this study, such as the most obvious – the absence of male participants 

in South Korea. Also, some of the questions seemed to have the possibility of misunderstanding, 

although comprehension of the questions was overall good. Also, we cannot apply these 

findings to other countries or even other universities in Finland and South Korea without more 

extensive research. Another limitation is the fact that the data was collected through a 

questionnaire rather than observation, which meant that each participant reported based on how 

they themselves measure for example stress. Therefore, even if two participants, in reality, 

would have the same stress levels, the other may have reported higher stress levels than the 

other. 

 

Nonetheless, I believe that the demand for a universal motivational model is unnecessary, as 

expressed in the beginning of this thesis, so I would suggest more research on all countries and 
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even regions across the world, to understand motivation better in different contexts. Through 

such efforts, teachers could attain insight into how to best motivate their students. Still, it is 

important that research on motivation will continue, as the society and the world we live in is 

continually changing and so it would make sense that motivational factors keep changing as 

well. 
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