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Abstract 
Research findings highlight the role of motivation in the long-term process of learning a second/foreign language. One’s 
motivation can change even in a short period of time under the influence of multifarious factors. To enrich our 
understanding of the attitudinal/motivational basis of foreign language learning this study attempts to investigate L2 
motivational fluctuation, and the possibility of predicting EFL learners’ motivated learning behavior in light of 
Dörnyei’s (2005, 2009) theory of L2 motivational self system. To this end, 1670 junior high and high school students 
studying English as a compulsory subject in Iran filled out L2 motivational self system questionnaire. Independent 
samples t-test and regression analyses were applied; and the findings indicated a higher motivational disposition for 
junior high school students in comparison to high school students, except for their attitudes towards L2 community. For 
both groups, attitudes towards L2 learning was the best predictor of students motivated learning behavior.  
Keywords: L2 Motivational Self System, Motivation, Ideal L2 Self, Ought-L2 Self, Attitudes towards L2 learning, Iran  
1. Introduction 
Motivation, a multifaceted construct and one of the most important considerations in language learning, has received 
special attention incomparable to any other individual difference factor in the field of second language learning (Ellis, 
2008). Many topics such as the role of integrativeness (Gardner, 1985, 2001), self-determination theory (Noels, 2001), 
or attribution theory (Ushioda, 2001), the process model of motivation (Dörnyei & Ottó, 1998) and the second language 
motivation of a given group of learners such as Hungarians (e.g., Dörnyei et al., 2006) are some of the motivational 
research spotlights. However, there have been shifts of focus highlighting promising new conceptual themes and 
marking a significant milestone in the evolution of new motivational theories such as the L2 motivational self system 
(Dörnyei, 2005, 2009). Moreover, researchers have put it into practice in different linguistic and cultural contexts (e.g., 
Al-Shehri, 2009; Csizér and Kormos, 2009; Papi, 2010; Ryan, 2009; Taguchi et al., 2009; Yang & Kim, 2011). 
Contrary to the widely accepted issue that one’s motivation can change during the language learning process (Dörnyei, 
2005), not much is known about the L2 selves stability and actual development over time (Dörnyei & Ushioda, 2009b; 
Waninge, 2010). In a foreign language context like Iran where learning English is compulsory at school and students 
experience little contact with native speakers and their culture, exploring language learning motivation of school 
students may shed light on the aforementioned issue and add to the body of motivational research in Iran. Thus, this 
study intends to picture the differences in school students’ L2 motivational self system when they study English as a 
compulsory subject in an Asian context. Moreover, it investigates the possibility of predicting EFL learners’ motivated 
learning behavior from the motivational factors. 
2. Review of Literature 
2.1 The L2 Motivational Self System 
L2 motivational self system, is a major reformation of previous motivational thinking with roots firmly set in L2 
motivation research (Noels, 2003; Ushioda, 2001), and significant theoretical developments in psychology, that is, 
possible selves (Markus, & Nurius, 1986) and discrepancy theory (Higgins, 1987). This new conceptualization of L2 
motivation developed based on the findings of the large scale research on motivation in Hungary (Dörnyei & Csizér, 
2002; Dörnyei et al., 2006; Csizér & Dörnyei, 2005) and the issues raised with regard to the application of 
integrativeness to contexts different from those studied by Gardner, and a whole-person perspective towards motivation 
(Dörnyei, 2005, 2009).  
The L2 motivational self system has three main dimensions: the ideal L2 self, ought-to L2 self, and English learning 
experience. The ideal L2 self is “the representation of the attributes that someone would ideally like to possess” 
(Dörnyei, 2010, p.257), in other words, it is the ideal image of the L2 user one wishes to be in the future. The vision of 
being a fluent L2 user interacting with foreigners is an example of a powerful motivator which helps to reduce the 
discrepancy between the person’s actual self and ideal image. This dimension of L2 motivational self system 
significantly correlates with integrativeness and explains more variance in learners’ intended effort (e.g., Kormos & 
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Csizér, 2008; Ryan, 2009; Taguchi et al., 2009). In fact, these variables share the same underlying construct domain 
(Dörnyei, 2010). Moreover, learners’ visual style preference and overall visual/imaginative capacity significantly 
correlate with their ideal language selves (Al-Shehri, 2009;Yang & Kim, 2011). Language learners’ global concerns, 
that is, their engagement in global issues, also have major bearings on their ideal L2 selves. In other words, learners’ 
higher level of international posture and frequency of communication lead to a more strongly sustained vision of ideal 
selves (Yashima, 2009). 
The ought-to L2 self refers to “the attributes that one believes one ought to possess” (Dörnyei, 2005, p.105). This less 
internalized and more extrinsic aspect of the L2 self, which corresponds to Higgins’ (1987) ought self and the extrinsic 
constituents in Noels (2003) and Ushioda’s (2001) taxonomies (see Dörnyei, 2005, 2009), includes attributes such as 
various duties, obligations, or expectations one ought to fulfill to avoid possible negative outcomes. For instance, in the 
case of learning an L2 to fulfill one’s family or teacher’s expectations, the ought-to L2 self can act as the major 
motivator. In three countries, Japan, China, and Iran, family influence and the prevention-focused aspects of 
instrumentality were found to have influences on this variable, but the effect on learners motivated behavior was far less 
than that of the ideal L2 self (Taguchi et al., 2009). Also in Hungary, a similar relationship between parental 
encouragement and ought-to L2 self was found (Csizér & Kormos, 2009). According to findings in self psychology 
(e.g., Oyserman & Markus, 1990), a learner’s ideal self should be in balance with such a prevention-focused future self-
guide to function optimally.  
The third aspect of L2 motivational self system, the L2 learning experience “concerns situation-specific motives related 
to the immediate learning environment and experience” (Dörnyei, 2005, p.106). This dimension which has links with 
the actional phase of Dörnyei’s process oriented model (Dörnyei & Ottó, 1998) is also related to Noels’ (2003) and 
Ushioda’s (2001) intrinsic categories (see Dörnyei, 2005, 2009). In the studies of Csizér and Kormos (2009) and 
Taguchi et al. (2009), this dimension illustrated the strongest influence on motivated behavior. A ‘situated’ approach 
and contextual factors, such as, pedagogy, classroom environment, task design, cultural setting curriculum, teacher, peer 
group, and teaching materials, play a crucial part in motivating students. This is because some language learners’ initial 
motivation to learn is not drawn from their “internally or externally generated self images but rather from successful 
engagement with the actual language learning process” (Dörnyei, 2009, p. 29).  
2.2 Fluctuation in Motivation and Compulsory Language Learning 
In the long process of learning a foreign/second language, an individual's motivation is never stable but fluctuates (e.g., 
Dörnyei, 2000, 2001; Ushioda, 2001; Williams & Burden, 1997). In fact, motivational processes happen in real time, so 
Dörnyei and Ottó (1998) asserted the necessity of developing a construct accounting for changes in motivation that 
includes a temporal dimension. A number of other studies also acknowledge the changing nature of L2 motivation (e.g., 
Shedivy, 2004; Shoaib&Dörnyei, 2005). In Shoaib and Dörnyei’s study, significant “recurring temporal patterns and 
motivational transformation episodes” (Dörnyei, 2005, p.88, original italics) were identified over a period of 
approximately two decades in the lives of the learners. This accords with research findings implying that developments 
in language learning motivation are not always observed as increasing loss or growth “since patterns of change and 
stability are felt by learners to evolve differently for different aspects of L2 motivation” (Ushioda, 1996, p.239). 
In some studies, the fluctuation in learners’ motivation has been studied where learning one or more foreign languages 
is compulsory. The compulsory nature of language learning, as a demotiving factor (Dörnyei & Ushioda, 2011), leads to 
motivational variations which have been studied in relation to a factor such as age. Such studies indicate that motivation 
decreases with age, for instance, Williams, Burden and Lanvers (2002) found that although British foreign language 
learners had shown initial language learning eagerness, their motivation declined towards the end of the compulsory 
program. Similar findings were reported in other countries such as Canada (MacIntyre et al., 2002), Sweden (Henry, 
2009), Hungary (Dörnyei et al., 2006), Japan (Koizumi & Matsuo, 1993, cited in Dörnyei, 2005) and Indonesia (Lamb, 
2007). 
Considering compulsory language learning contexts, some studies have reported students’ preference and types of 
motivation. For instance, instrumental motivation was more favored than integrativeness by Libyan (Al Moghani, 2003) 
and UAE students (Qashoa, 2006). Likewise, in Sweden, girls had instrumental motivation in learning the foreign 
language, while boys studied English just because it was compulsory (Öhlund, 2007). In Hungary, ideal L2 self was 
found to be an antecedent of students’ motivated behavior (e.g., Csizér & Lukács, 2010; Csizér & Kormos, 2009; 
Kormos & Csizér, 2008) and significantly related to attitudes to the learning situation (Kormos & Csizér , 2008) which 
was also observed in Sweden (Henry, 2007). In Japan, students’ ideal L2 self had a more direct relationship with their 
motivated behavior than integrativeness had (Ryan, 2009). In Iran, although ideal L2 self of secondary students did not 
seem to be related to their actual motivated behavior (Papi & Abdollahzadeh, 2012), it was a predictor of students’ 
intended effort (Azarnoosh & Birjandi, 2012; Papi &Teimouri, 2012). In addition, ought-to L2 self, being socially 
constructed, had a weak correlation in shaping Hungarian students’ learning behavior (Csizér & Kormos, 2009). In Iran, 
secondary and high school students were not significantly different from each other in terms of ought-to L2 self (Papi 
&Teimouri, 2012), but secondary school boys displayed a higher level of it (Azarnoosh & Birjandi, 2012). 
Concerning L2 motivational self system, Dörnyei and Ushioda (2009b) believe that the temporal development of the 
future self-guides is an unexplored area; although self-images that are developed over a period of time are quite robust, 
the stability and fluctuation of ideal and ought-to selves has to be investigated to represent a clear picture of how they 
take form and develop. Thus, with the scarcity of empirical results, “examining the temporal progression of L2 
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motivation is a potentially fruitful research direction that can significantly enrich our understanding of the 
attitudinal/motivational basis of language learning” (Dörnyei, 2005, p.88). 
2.3 English Language Learning in Iran 
Generally, teaching English in Iran seems to be based on future needs of students to read, and sometimes to translate 
English books, and journals (Eslami & Fatahi, 2008). Nevertheless, what gives impetus to students to learn English 
varies from passing their English exam at school to entering prestigious universities, proceeding to the highest social 
and education levels, studying and living abroad, and accessing the latest information. Considering these factors and 
youth extended interests in the growing technology, science and international communication which are far beyond 
reading and translation, learning English is taken to be much more important than ever before. 
In Iran, school students previously had to study English for seven years. It started from the first grade of junior high 
school up to the last year of high school including the pre-university level. However, different factors such as the 
textbooks, the applied methodology, the evaluation system, the rarity of being exposed to the language outside classes 
(Rahimi, Riazi, & Saif, 2008) and lack of motivation (Moiinvaziri, 2007), led to an outcome far from satisfactory. It is 
believed that most students neither achieved full competence in using the English language nor could interact with 
confidence (Dahmardeh, 2009). However, according to Kheirabadi and Alavi Moghaddam (2014), a turning point in 
teaching English in Iran follows the recent reform in the education system. Since 2013, students have to study English 
for six years from grade seven to 12 in the six years of junior and senior high school during which they study newly 
designed English textbooks with the main aim of learning the four skills through communicative approaches. 
2.4 Research on Motivation in Iran 
Research on L2 motivation in the world has strongly been influenced by Gardner’s motivation theory with 
integrativeness as its main construct. In many studies, this construct turned to a key factor in predicting motivated 
behavior and success in language learning (e.g., Clément, Dörnyei, & Noels, 1994; Dörnyei, 1990), and became central 
in most models of L2 motivation (e.g., Dörnyei, 1994, MacIntyre, Clément, Dörnyei, & Noels, 1998). Similarly, in the 
context of Iran, a large number of studies on English language motivation primarily focused on Gardner’s motivational 
theory (e.g., Chalak & Kassaian, 2010; Dastgheib, 1996; Vaezi, 2008), and so far only a few studies have taken the new 
framework of L2 motivational self system into consideration. Such studies have tried to investigate aspects like validity 
of the framework, relationship between L2 motivational components, possibility of replacing integrativenss with ideal 
L2 self, changes in learners' motivation, and motivational differences based on gender, age and educational level. Some 
of these studies which were conducted at school level (e.g., Azarnoosh & Birjandi, 2012; Kiany, Mahdavy, & Ghafar 
Samar, 2012; Papi, 2010), or both school and university levels (e.g., Papi & Teimouri, 2012; Taguchi et al., 2009) in 
Iran are reviewed below. 
In Kiany et al.’s (2012) study, 401 high school students filled out a questionnaire to reveal the L2 motivational changes 
and the impact of the educational system on their motivation. Based on descriptive analysis, all motivational factors 
systematically declined except for L2 anxiety which increased as the students approached the last high school years. 
Significant declines were also observed in the last years’ rate of instrumental-promotion, interest, and ideal L2 self. 
While the decrease in ought-to L2 self and instrumental-prevention was small and statistically insignificant, the level of 
L2 anxiety increased which was also insignificant. The researchers concluded that the “context is more in favor of 
extrinsic motivational forces rather than the intrinsic types” and “the curriculum has little effect on students’ attitudes 
towards L2 community and cultural interest” (p. 12) since there was almost no change in students’ cultural orientations. 
In another study conducted by Papi (2010), a questionnaire was used to investigate the relationship between the three 
main components of the L2 motivational self system, English anxiety and intended effort among 1011 high school 
students. All the factors in the structural model were found to be significant contributors to learners’ intended effort and 
motivating students to varying degrees in their attempt to study English. Students’ English anxiety decreased in 
accordance with their ideal L2 self and L2 learning experience, whereas ought-to L2 self was the factor that 
significantly made them more anxious. Consequently, it was indicated that students’ motivational regulations and 
approach/avoidance tendencies and their anxiety had strong associations providing a clear picture of students’ emotional 
state. 
Azarnoosh and Birjandi (2012) also conducted a study with 1462 participants to compare secondary school students’ 
motivational status according to their gender. Although all learners displayed the same positive attitude to learning 
English, girls displayed a higher level of ideal L2 self and boys had a higher level of ought-to L2 self. For both groups, 
English learning attitudes among the three constituents of L2 motivational self system and students' intended effort had 
the strongest association. In addition, the best predictor of students’ intended effort was attitudes to learning English. 
They concluded that among other factors the immediate learning environment is of particular importance in shaping 
learners’ attitudes; moreover, students’ language learning motivation can be affected by their parents’ gender-based 
stereotypes. 
In another comparative study (Taguchi et al. 2009) conducted in China, Japan, and Iran, the participants from Iran were 
1309 middle school students and 719 university students. The data gathered from administering a questionnaire 
determined the relationship between the ideal L2 self and integrativeness and the possibility of relabeling 
integrativeness as ideal L2 self. Two separate aspects of instrumentality - promotion and prevention - were identified 
which were respectively highly correlated with participants’ ideal and ought-to L2 selves. Unexpectedly, 
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instrumentality-promotion and ought-to L2 self were significantly associated in the Chinese and Iranian samples. 
Moreover, the validity of the L2 motivational self system was supported by SEM analyses for all three samples.  
Additionally, age-related motivational differences among 1041 school and university students were investigated by Papi 
and Teimouri (2012). The motivational factors which improved with age up to university level were ideal L2 self, L2 
learning experience, instrumentality-promotion, attitudes towards L2 culture and community (i.e., promotion-focus 
variables). However, ought-to L2 self, family influence and instrumentality-prevention (i.e., preventional-focus 
variables) declined with age. Moreover, only variables with a promotional orientation were the predictors of all 
students’ motivated learning behavior among which English learning experience and the ideal L2 self were the strong 
ones. Students also became more motivated to learn English as they entered high school, and this group of learners were 
found to be the best motivated group as their motivated behavior and ideal L2 self was high and they ranked first 
specifically in attitudes towards language learning and L2 community and culture. In contrast, preventional-focus 
variables were stronger among the younger learners. 
All the above-mentioned studies have focused on L2 motivational self system of various cohorts of participants from 
different perspectives. However, none of them have specifically investigated motivation of school students who only 
experience learning English at schools as a compulsory subject.  For a large number of students, schools are the only 
place where they encounter English. Therefore, to improve these students' language learning motivation, investigating 
their level of motivation and identifying sources of their motivated learning behavior seems necessary. Thus, the 
following research questions were formulated: 
1. Is there any significant differences between junior high and high school students' motivation in terms of their L2 

motivational self system? 
2. Can motivational factors predict EFL learners’ motivated learning behavior? 
3. Method 
3.1 Participants 
In this study, the participants were selected based on quota sampling method (Dörnyei, 2007). The sampling frame 
consisted of junior high and high school students; and the main proportions of the subgroups defined by parameters 
were gender, school year (based on the previous education system), and residential status. Accordingly, the quotas were 
met by selecting and approaching those participants the researcher had access to. A total of 2964 Iranian school students 
participated in the study; however, this study reports the findings for the 1670 students who only studied English as a 
compulsory school subject and stated not to have ever participated in any other English classes except for their usual 
school classes. These participants were 843 junior high school students, 386 females and 457 males, with the age range 
of 12 to 16 and the mean age of 13.89; and 827 high school students, 404 females and 423 males, ranging in age from 
14 to 19 with the mean age of 16.43. Since pre-university (4th-grade high school) students were getting prepared to sit 
for the public university entrance examination, they were not included in the study. In addition, to minimize any school 
bias the sample was selected from schools from all over Semnan province. Participants were selected from cities, towns, 
and rural areas of the province, 1291 urban students (653 junior high and 638 and high school students) from five cities 
and 379 rural students (190 junior high and 189 high school students) from five remote areas.  
3.2 Instrument 
For data collection, the Persian version of Taguchi et al. (2009) questionnaire was used. It was piloted with 244 
students, at both levels, filling out the questionnaire and some joining follow up interviews to insure the 
comprehensibility of the items. The questionnaire contained two parts: the first part measured learners’ attitudes and 
motivation towards learning English and the second part consisted of questions about learners’ background. The 
questionnaire consisted of 10 factors measured by a six-point Likert scale with acceptable reliability coefficient for both 
groups (see Appendix). 
3.3 Procedure 
Before data collection, several official letters were issued by the Educational Organization of Semnan province, each 
city, and district. Then the researcher personally approached the schools and provided information about the survey and 
details of administration for the school principals and, following their permission, for the teachers. With the cooperation 
of teachers and after a brief explanation about the study, the subjects filled out the questionnaires during their regular 
class time which took almost 15 minutes on average to be completed. 
4. Results and Discussion 
Data analysis commenced with submitting the data to SPSS 16. A descriptive analysis was conducted to provide basic 
information on junior high and high school students. Then an independent samples t-test was run to investigate the 
differences between the motivational/attitudinal factors of the two levels. This was followed by regression analyses to 
identify statistically significant predictors of learners’ motivated learning behavior.  
In order to answer the first research question and determine the differences between junior high and high school 
students on the motivational/attitudinal factors, an independent samples t-test was run. Since the probability associated 
with the Levene F for each factor was higher than the significance level of .05, in all cases, the two groups enjoyed 
homogenous variances. The results of the t-test (Table 1) revealed that there was a significant difference between the 
mean scores of the two groups on all the factors except attitude towards L2 community (t = 1.77, p > .05). That is to 
say, motivational dispositions of junior high school students compared to high school students stand at a higher level. 
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The descriptive statistics in Table 1 shows that the two types of instrumentality have the highest mean values for both 
groups. In addition, junior high school students’ mean scores on ideal L2 self and integrativeness were high (above 4) 
and almost the same which indicates the closeness of the two constructs. Since no scales had mean values lower than 
three, it can be concluded that students of both groups hold positive attitudinal and motivational dispositions. 
 Despite the significant differences found for both groups, the effect size (Cohen, 1988) of the scales indicated that the 
findings were meaningful but to a different extent. The effect size values of integrativeness, cultural interest, and 
instrumentality-prevention were weak (below .01); the constituents of L2 motivational self system, criterion measures, 
and instrumentality-promotion displayed a weak to moderate value (below .06); and the only moderate value belonged 
to family influence. 
 
                            Table 1. Results of independent samples t-test 

Scales Level Mean SD t df Effect sizea 
Ideal L2 self JHS 4.18 1.21 8.21 1615 .04 

HS 3.68 1.2 
Ought-to L2 self JHS 3.66 1.05 6.50 1613 .02 

HS 3.31 1.07 
Criterion measures JHS 4.08 1.17 5.74 1627 .02 

HS 3.74 1.24 
Instrumentality- promotion JHS 4.44 1.00 5.44 1627 .04 

HS 4.17 0.10 
Instrumentality-prevention JHS 4.41 0.93 4.47 1591 .01 

HS 4.20 0.92 
Family influence JHS 3.71 0.99 10.26 1611 .06 

HS 3.20 1.02 
Attitudes to learning English JHS 3.88 1.29 6.45 1601 .02 

HS 3.48 1.24 
Attitudes to L2 community JHS 3.85 1.35 1.77 1614   -- 

HS 3.73 1.34 
Cultural interest JHS 3.42 1.34 3.08 1629 .006 

HS 3.21 1.37 
Integrativeness JHS 4.13 1.37 2.2 1624 .003 

HS 3.99 1.29 
                                            a Eta Squared, JHS = Junior High School, HS = High School  
To answer the second research question and specify the factors that act as predictors of students’ criterion measures 
(i.e., motivated learning behavior), multiple regression analyses with a stepwise approach was employed. As Table 2 
displays, out of the 10 factors examined, attitudes to learning English which is assumed to belong to the component of 
L2 learning experience in Dörnyei’s (2005) model was the best predictor for both groups but to a greater extent for 
junior high school students. The other two constituents of L2 motivational self system, ought-to L2 self and ideal L2 
self, were the next predictors for the high school group, respectively, while ought-to L2 self was not present in the 
regression model for junior high school group. Integrativeness was also a motivational predictor for both groups with 
rather the same strength as ideal L2 self. Similar to attitudes towards learning English, instrumentality-promotion was 
more motivating for junior high school students than for high school students. Finally, sharing a predictive value close 
to that of instrumentality-promotion and integrativeness, attitudes towards L2 community negatively influenced high 
school students’ motivated behavior. 
 
                   Table 2. The final models of regression analyses predicting the criterion measures 

Groups Predictors R2 F B SEM Beta(ß) 
Junior High School  .71 9.31**    

Attitudes to learning English   .44 .03 .50 
Instrumentality-promotion   .25 .04 .21 
Ideal L2 Self     .16 .03 .16 
Integrativeness    .09 .03 .10 

High School  .68 20.05**    
Attitudes to learning English   .40 .03 .41 
Instrumentality-promotion   .15 .04 .12 
Ideal L2 Self   .18 .04 .18 
Integrativeness   .16 .04 .17 
Ought-to L2 Self   .27 .03 .23 
Attitudes to L2 community   -.14 .03 -.15 

                    **p<.01 



IJALEL 3(6):102-112, 2014                                                                                                                            107 
As the results of the t-test indicate, school students’ foreign language motivation declines with age which confirms the 
findings in various linguistic contexts including Canada (MacIntyre et al., 2002), Indonesia (Lamb, 2007), Sweden 
(Henry, 2009) and Hungary (Kormos & Csizér, 2008) where foreign language learning is compulsory. These contexts 
share common features, such as, the compulsory nature of language learning which leads to boredom, students’ gradual 
recognition of the effort required to learn a foreign language (e.g., Henry, 2009; Williams et al., 2002), and the general 
prevalent dissatisfaction of students of this age with school (Azarnoosh, 2011; Henry, 2009) can be possible 
explanations of the results. In the case of Iran, some other issues, such as, the traditional educational principles adhered 
to, the applied methodology, and the evaluation system as the constituents of the immediate learning context also 
influence and decrease students’ intended effort and willingness to learn a foreign language (Azarnoosh, 2011; Papi, 
2010; Papi & Abdollahzadeh, 2012; Papi & Teimouri, 2012). 
The results are also interpretable in the socio-educational context of Iran. Due to Iranian culture, families are much 
respected in a way that their demands and expectations take precedence over personal will and desire of children. As 
Brophy (2009) expresses the encouragement and pressure from culture at large, peers and significant others within 
one’s social circle partly lead to the growth and change of one’s identity and motivational dispositions. In the case of 
younger learners, more support and encouragement is provided by families (Elliot et al., 2005) which in turn, positively 
affects their language learning attitudes. Considering high school students, their age-related lower level motivational 
dispositions (Table 1) seem justifiable in light of the changes that take place in adolescent years. Changes in both social 
relations and instructional practices may negatively influence high school students’ motivation. They include changes in 
family and peer relations, as well as, social and educational changes due to growing older and transition from junior 
high school to high school level. Parents’ involvement in students’ school affairs usually declines during this period 
(Wigfield & Wagner, 2005), and the amount and difficulty level of English materials they have to study at high school 
radically increases. The high school teaching/learning situation depicted in many studies (e.g., Kiany et al., 2012; Papi 
& Abdollahzadeh, 2012) leads to a decline in students’ motivational perspectives as they reach the last years of high 
school (Kiany et al., 2012). Moreover, high school students’ change of perspective to a more realistic one about the 
need to know and apply English in their future life (Azarnoosh, 2011) can result in their lower level of motivation and 
willingness to invest effort in language learning. 
Although in this study motivational/attitudinal factors were found to decline with age, Papi and Teimouri (2012) came 
to a different conclusion. In their study, for secondary and high school students, all motivational aspects either increased 
with age or had a similar level except for instrumentality-prevention which decreased with age. This perceptible 
difference may have originated from 54% of high school participants’ extra language learning experience due to 
attending private language schools in addition to their regular school classes.  Nevertheless, in the present study, the 
participants, whether living in an urban or rural area, had only learned English at school as a compulsory subject and 
had never benefited from attending extracurricular classes and experiencing a different language learning environment. 
The result of the regression analyses, similar to the findings of studies conducted in different compulsory language 
learning contexts (e.g., Csizér & Kormos, 2009; Ghenghesh, 2010; Henry, 2009; Kormos & Csizér, 2008), denotes the 
importance of immediate learning environment in shaping learners’ attitudes (Dörnyei, 2009). Moreover, as Nikolov 
(1999) stated younger learners were found to be more influenced by their language learning experiences. Classroom 
factors (e.g., the learning context, teacher, materials, activities, etc.) are believed to have a leading impact on students’ 
attitude and learning experiences that affect the extent to which learners are ready to invest in language learning (Csizér 
& Kormos, 2009). However, the findings in this regard are in contrast with Papi and Teimouri’s (2012) findings in that 
high school students displayed significantly more positive attitudes than junior high school students did. This again can 
be due to students’ higher participation percentage in private language centers and the greater impact of such classes on 
improving students’ learning attitudes due to their relatively different teaching/learning conditions.  
Ideal L2 self and integrativeness were also other predictors of both groups’ motivated language learning. This result, 
similar to the findings of others (e.g., Kormos & Csizér, 2008; Taguchi et al., 2009), indicates that ideal L2 self and 
integrativeness with a high correlation tap into the same construct (Dörnyei, 2010). Additionally, the replacement of 
integrativeness with the ideal L2 self is justifiable as this scale has a better predictive power toward learners’ motivated 
learning behavior than integrativeness does for both groups of learners. 
Instrumentality-promotion was also more motivating for junior high school students than for high school students. The 
pragmatic benefits of learning English seem to have a greater impact on the junior high school students’ motivated 
behavior. This change of perception seems to be age-related and resulting from students’ dissatisfaction with the way 
English is taught at high schools, their expectations about foreign language learning that are not met by classroom-
based learning (Henry, 2009) and the clearer picture they gain about the future of learning English and its’ benefits they 
would later enjoy as an average Iranian adult living in the country (Azarnoosh, 2011).  
As adolescence is a period in which crucial decisions affecting one's life should be made, such as, decisions about one's 
education and possible occupation (Papi & Teimouri, 2012; Wigfield & Wagner, 2005), observing ought-to L2 self 
among the motivational predictors for the high school group supports Taguchi et al.’s (2009) idea in that many Iranian 
parents place much hope onto their children’s future because of their own unfulfilled dreams. Having much influence 
on children’s choice of major and career, parents, in return, expect their children’s success and the honor and prestige it 
brings to them. Therefore, studying English can be considered a prerequisite to students’ prosperity in higher education, 
finding a prestigious job and even marrying, specifically for high school students with proximal future dreams. 
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Among the predictors, only attitudes towards L2 community negatively influenced high school students’ motivated 
behavior. The results in this respect suggest that lack of contact with speakers of the language, and the political, cultural 
and religious situation of the country, as well as, the policy families pursue towards learning English (Haddad 
Narafshan & Yamini, 2011) might be decisive factors affecting students’ attitudes about L2 community and in turn their 
motivation. The biased and simplistic cultural presentations of textbooks (Aliakbari 2004) are not helpful in developing 
intercultural competence and cultural understanding in high school students. Yet, they reinforce pre-existing 
assumptions and stereotypes about L2 community. This situation does not promote motivated learning behavior of 
learners let alone the long-term benefits attributed to teaching culture such as a better understanding of one’s own 
identity, cross-cultural understanding, and achievement of academic professionals and social and personal goals (Celce-
Murcia, 2001) which specifically pertain to high school students’ future needs and expectations.  
Although junior high school textbooks are different from high school textbooks in terms of difficulty, type and amount 
of information, they are similar in neglecting cultural issues (Dahmardeh, 2009). In contrast to studies which indicate 
that attitudes to/interest in L2 community and culture increase by age (e.g., Kormos & Csizér, 2008; Papi & Teimouri, 
2012), in the present study, high school students’ motivation was negatively affected by attitudes to L2 community. It 
seems that older students feel the need to establish international contacts, to know more about the global culture (Arnett, 
2002), and to be identified with some kind of cosmopolitan identity or international posture (Yashima, 2009) as an 
indispensable part of the globalization process (Lamb, 2007). This will not be possible without knowing a global 
language like English; however, at times confusion may reign due to the conflicts between students’ local and global 
identities which may result in “a temporary loss of interest in learning English” (Lamb, 2007, p.16).  In the case of high 
school students whose language learning is confined to studying the aforementioned textbooks at school, the global 
desires might remain unfulfilled and may negatively affect students’ motivational propensities. 
5. Conclusion 
This study examined the variations in the main components of Dörnyei’s L2 motivational self system and some related 
motivational/attitudinal factors for junior high and high school students learning English as a compulsory school 
subject. Overall, the results showed that junior high and high school students both enjoyed positive attitudinal and 
motivational dispositions and the main predictor of students’ motivated learning behavior was their attitude towards 
learning English. In support of the general finding of many studies conducted in various linguistic contexts where 
foreign language learning is compulsory, students’ motivation was found to decline with age. In fact, junior high school 
students had higher motivational dispositions than high school students except for their attitudes to L2 community.  The 
findings reflect the impacts of age, family, significant others, society at large, and the current socio-educational status of 
Iran on forming students’ visualization of their future L2 self and motivated learning behavior. Since L2 learning 
experience is very important in shaping learners' attitudes towards language learning (i.e., the most influential factor in 
motivating students), factors in the immediate environment should be carefully chosen. The education system, 
authorities, teachers and other stakeholders should make wise decisions because of the long-lasting imprints they have 
on students’ language learning attitudes and motivation. The recent reform in Iran’s education system and the newly 
designed book series (i.e., English for Schools) and the changes in teaching methodology are some positive steps in 
providing a motivating environment. Further studies may investigate how and to what extent factors in the immediate 
environment may affect learners’ motivational disposition. Moreover, comparing motivational status of students who 
learn English at schools and private language centers as well as language learners who study at different educational 
levels can provide a full picture of students’ motivational state and their actual effort in learning English. 
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Appendix 
Cronbach Alpha coefficients of the scales 

 
Scales Items Junior 

High 
school 

High 
school 

Ideal L2 Self  
 

• I can imagine myself speaking English as if I were a native speaker 
of English. 

• I can imagine myself speaking English with international friends or 
colleagues.  

• Whenever I think of my future career, I imagine myself using 
English.  

• I can imagine myself studying in a university where all my courses 
are taught in English.  

• I can imagine myself writing English e-mails fluently.  
• I can imagine myself living abroad and using English effectively for 

communicating with the locals. 

.80 .80 

Ought-to L2 Self  
 

• I study English because close friends of mine think it is important.  
• If I fail to learn English, I’ll be letting other people down.  
• I consider learning English important because the people I respect 

think that I should do it.  
• Studying English is important to me in order to gain the approval of 

my peers/teachers/family/boss.  
• Learning English is necessary because people surrounding me 

expect me to do so. 
• Studying English is important to me because other people will 

respect me more if I have a knowledge of English  
 
 

.70 .77 
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Instrumentality 
promotion  
 

• Studying English can be important to me because I think it will 
someday be useful in getting a good job and/or making money.  

• Studying English is important to me because English proficiency is 
necessary for promotion in the future.  

• Studying English can be important to me because I think I’ll need it 
for further studies. 

• Studying English is important to me in order to achieve a special 
goal (e.g., to get a degree or scholarship).  

• I study English in order to keep updated and informed of recent 
news of the world.  

• Studying English is important to me because I am planning to study 
abroad.   

.71 .71 

Instrumentality 
prevention  
 

• I have to study English because I don’t want to get bad marks in it.  
• I have to learn English because without passing the English course I 

cannot get my degree.  
• I have to study English; otherwise, I think I cannot be successful in 

my future career.  
• Studying English is important to me because, if I don’t have 

knowledge of English, I’ll be considered a weak learner.  
• Studying English is necessary for me because I don’t want to get a 

poor score or a fail mark in English proficiency tests (TOEFL, 
IELTS,…).  

• I have to learn English because I don’t want to fail the English 
course. 

• Studying English is important to me, because I would feel ashamed 
if I got bad grades in English. 

• Studying English is important to me because I don’t like to be 
considered poorly educated person. 

.71 .71 

Integrativeness  • How much would you like to become similar to the people who 
speak English?  

• How important do you think learning English is in order to learn 
more about the culture and art of its speakers?  

• How much do you like English?  

.66 .62 

Criterion measures  
 

• I would like to spend lots of time studying English.  
• I am prepared to expend a lot of effort in learning English.  
• I would like to concentrate on studying English more than any other 

topic. 
• If an English course was offered in the future, I would like to take it.  
• If my teacher would give the class an optional assignment, I would 

certainly volunteer to do it.  
• I would like to study English even if I were not required. 

.81 .85 

Family influence  
 

• My parents/family believe that I must study English to be an 
educated person.  

• Studying English is important to me in order to bring honors to my 
family.  

• Being successful in English is important to me so that I can please 
my parents/relatives. 

• My family put a lot of pressure on me to study English.  
• My parents encourage me to practice my English as much as 

possible.  
• I have to study English, because, if I don’t do it, my parents will be 

disappointed with me.  

.64 .75 

Attitudes to 
learning English  
 

• Do you like the atmosphere of your English classes?  
• Do you find learning English really interesting?  
• Do you think time passes faster while studying English? 
• Do you always look forward to English classes?  
• Would you like to have more English lessons at school?  
• Do you really enjoy learning English? 

.82 .83 

Cultural interest  
 

• Do you like the music of English-speaking countries (e.g., pop 
music)?  

• Do you like English films?  
• Do you like TV programs made in English-speaking countries?  
• Do you like English magazines, newspapers, or books? 

.67 .74 

Attitudes to L2 
community  
 

• Do you like the people who live in English-speaking countries?  
• Do you like meeting people from English-speaking countries?  
• Do you like to travel to English-speaking countries?  
• Would you like to know more about people from English-speaking 

countries?  

.73 .76 

 


