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 This study aims to investigate the relationship between language learning 

motivation and achievement in Mandarin in the Malaysia context. Language 

learning motivation has been deemed as one of the determining factors of 

second/foreign language (L2) achievement. As Language Learning 

Motivation is multi-dimensional, it is vital to determine the motivational 

dimensions that are related to students’ achievement in order to plan the 

pedagogical aspect in learning and teaching. The study was carried out at a 

university in the northern region of Malaysia. The participants are Malay 

students who learn Mandarin as a compulsory elective subject. In this study, 

L2 Motivational Self System which comprises the Ideal L2 Self, Ought to 

L2 Self, and L2 Learning Experience is utilized as the theoretical 

framework. The participants completed the L2 Motivational Self System 

Questionnaire, adopted from Papi’s (2010). The data collected from 133 

students were analyzed with SPSS v23. The result shows that most students 

exhibit strong motivational dimension of L2 Learning Experience which has 

a significant correlation with students’ achievement in Mandarin. The result 

shows that the experience in learning the language which included pleasure 

of learning, the classroom atmosphere, and the teaching method used played 

a significant role in the achievement of students. The finding suggests that 

the institution and instructors need to plan the pedagogical aspect of the 

teaching and learning of language accordingly to promote better L2 

Learning Experience as a way to sustain and strengthen learning motivation 

so that students can achieve the desired goals. 

 
 

INTRODUCTION 

Research in Language Learning Motivation (LLM) starts in the late 1950s, and LLM has become a popular area 

of research with the work of Gardner and Lambert (1959, 1972) who initiated research in motivation within the 

social psychology framework. Many previous studies have deemed LLM as predictors of second/foreign 

language (L2) proficiency (Misbah, 2015). Since then, in the pursuit to better understand LLM, many LLM 

researchers have incorporated new ideas into LLM and posited many related new theoretical frameworks. One 

of them is L2 Motivational Self System, which is the current dominant model in L2 motivation. It is proposed 

by Dörnyei (2005). This model accommodates the Self Concept from mainstream psychology whilst 
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maintaining the roots of some previous motivational frameworks especially the integrative-instrumental and 

intrinsic-extrinsic dichotomies. In this model, L2 refers to both second and foreign language. 

 

Presently, many L2 motivational studies have adopted L2 Motivational Self System to validate the model in 

different EFL contexts and also to study its impact on certain psychology constructs such as anxiety and 

intended efforts (e.g. Misbah, 2015; Rajabpour, Ghanizadeh, & Ghonsooly, 2015; Yang, 2012).  In Malaysia, 

often the target language in LLM studies is English, and there is little research on the effects of LLM on other 

languages such as Mandarin which has become a popular elective subject at tertiary level in the recent years. 

Thus, this study, using L2 Motivational Self System, tries to shed some light on LLM particularly among the 

Malay undergraduates who are learning Mandarin as a foreign language. The research questions are: 

 

1. Which dimensions of L2 Motivational Self System are dominant amongst the students of Mandarin as a 

foreign language? 

2. Which dimensions of L2 Motivational Self System are significantly related to students’ achievement in 

Mandarin? 

 

 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

Gardner (1985) as one of the pioneer researchers in LLM, defines language learning motivation as “the extent to 

which the individual works or strives to learn the language because of a desire to do so and the satisfaction 

experienced in this activity” (p.10). He also believes that a language learner will “devote considerable effort” to 

achieve a particular goal, and subsequently “experiences satisfaction in the activities associated with achieving 

this goal” (Gardner & McIntyre, 1993, p.2).  

 

Dörnyei and his associates (Dörnyei & Ryan, 2015; Dörnyei & Ushioda, 2011) categorized the development of 

LLM theory and research into three core historical phases. The first phase started with the socio-educational 

model (Gardner & Lambert 1959, 1972) which introduced a dual-dichotomy motivation classified as 

integrative-instrumental motivation. The socio-educational model was further expanded by Gardner (1985) into 

a socio-psychological model which emphasized strongly on integrativeness. The integrative-instrumental 

classification and integrativeness concept dominated LLM research from the late 1950s to the 1990s.         

 

The second phase is a period in which the LLM concept moved to contemporary cognitive and educational 

psychology. It started with the search for an alternative model or framework by incorporating motivational 

concepts of other fields. Highly influential notions from cognitive and educational psychology such as self-

determination theory, attributions theory, and self-efficacy theory were adopted in this shifting landscape (Boo, 

Dörnyei, & Ryan, 2015).   

 

The third phase begins in early twenty-first century with the first proposal of the current dominant model, the L2 

Motivational Self System, by Dörnyei and his colleagues in 2005.  This model, besides maintaining the roots of 

the previous models, has its base in the concepts of “Possible Selves” (Markus & Nurius, 1986) and the “Self-

discrepancy theory” (Higgins, 1987) common in general motivational psychology. The model has been 

supported empirically by studies done in a range of English-as-a-foreign-language (EFL) contexts in different 

countries such as Chile, China, Hungary, Indonesia, Iran, Japan, Pakistan and Saudi Arabia (Al-Shehri, 2009; 

Csizér & Kormos, 2009; Eusafzai, 2013 Islam, Lamb, & Chambers, 2013; Kormos, Kiddle, & Csizér, 2011; 

Lamb, 2012; Ryan, 2009; Taguchi, Magid, & Papi, 2009; Xu & Gao, 2014).  

 

The Ideal L2 Self, Ought to L2 Self, and L2 Learning Experience are the three dimensions of the L2 

Motivational Self System. The Ideal L2 Self is a “desire to reduce the discrepancy between our actual and ideal 

selves” (Dörnyei, 2009, p. 29). It represents the manifestation of one’s goals and aspirations” (Dörnyei, 2010). 

The Ideal L2 Self has been shown to significantly correlate with integrativeness (Ryan, 2009; Taguchi et al., 

2009). 

 

On the other hand, the Ought to L2 Self refers to “the attributes that one believes one ought to possess to meet 

expectations and to avoid possible negative outcomes” (Dörnyei, 2009, p. 29). It represents one's vision of a 

future self that one believes one ought to possess as a result of perceived duties, obligations, or responsibilities 

(Dörnyei, 2005) and/or entails the wishes and expectations of significant others (Papi, 2010).  Previous research 

have found positive relationships between Ought to L2 Self and extrinsic motivation (Dörnyei, 2005, 2009), 

family influences (Csizér & Kormos, 2009), and the prevention-focused aspects of instrumentality (Taguchi et 

al., 2009). 
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Meanwhile, L2 Learning Experience is associated with “situated executive motives related to the immediate 

learning environment and experience” (p. 29), and it is related to intrinsic motivation (Dörnyei, 2005, 2009). 

The learners' attitudes towards L2 learning can be influenced by “the immediate learning environment and 

experience” (Dörnyei & Ushioda, 2011, p. 82) or in other words, can be influenced by situation-specific motives 

such as the curriculum, the L2 teacher, the peer group, and the teaching materials.  

 

 

METHODOLOGY 

This study was carried out through a survey in the form of structured questionnaire to collect quantitative data. 

A set of questionnaire was administered to the 142 participants. The participants were degree students who 

learned Mandarin at Introductory Level I, II and III in the November 2015 – March 2016 academic session. The 

142 Malay students had no background in Mandarin before they registered for the course. The survey was 

carried out two weeks before their study weeks ended.  

 

The set of questionnaire used in the survey comprised two major parts. Part A consists of the personal 

particulars of the students. Part B consists of the L2 Motivational Self System Questionnaire which was adapted 

from Papi’s (2010). It comprised 3 sections namely Ideal L2 Self, Ought to L2 Self and Learning Mandarin 

Experience and there were 6 items in each section.  All the items were measured by six-point Likert scales with 

1 showing strongly disagree and 6 showing strongly agree. Each item in the questionnaire was written in 

English and Malay, and it had gone through a thorough cross-check by three English lecturers who are also 

proficiency in Malay. The reliability (Cronbach’s Alpha) of the questionnaire is 0.89. The participants’ on going 

tests and final assessment scores of the semester were used as the indicator of their achievement in Mandarin. 

 

The data collected were analyzed by means of frequency counts and percentages. Correlation Test was also used 

to seek the relationships among variables.  

 

 

DATA ANALYSIS   

   

The Respondents’ Particulars 

9 sets of the questionnaire collected were found to be incomplete. As shown in Table 1, among the 133 

respondents who provided the completed questionnaire, females (82.7%) outnumbered the males (17.3%). 19 

(14.3%) of the respondents were from Level I, 31 (23.3%) were from Level II, while 83 (62.4%) were from 

Level III. The ages of the respondents range from 19 to 24: 53 (39.8%) of the respondents aged 19-20; 10 (7.5%) 

aged 23-24; while 70 (52.6%) of them, who aged between 21 and 22, formed the majority. Most of the students, 

namely 85 (63.9%) students, were from the Faculty of Business Management (BM). The others were 28 (21.1%) 

students of Administrative Management (AM), 6 (4.5%) students of Informative Management (IM) and 14 

(10.5%) students of Art and Design (AD). 

 
TABLE 1  

THE RESPONDENTS’ PARTICULARS 

 

Gender Learning Level Age Faculty 

M: 23 (17.3%) 
F: 110(82.7%) 

Level 1: 19 (14.3%) 
Level 2: 31 (23.3%) 

Level 3: 83 (62.4%) 

19-20: 53 (39.8%) 
21-22: 70 (52.6%) 

23-24: 10 (7.5%) 

AM : 28 (21.1%) 
BM : 85 (63.9%) 

IM : 6 (4.5%) 

AD : 14(10.5%) 

AM: Administrative Management; BM: Business Management; IM: Information Management; AD: Art and Design 

 

The Learners’ Motivational Dimensions  

Table 2 below shows the three motivational dimensions for learning Mandarin among the students. 
 

TABLE 2 

THE MOTIVATIONAL DIMENSIONS  

 

Motivational Dimensions Percentage 

Ideal L2 Self 15.0 % 

Ought to L2 Self 10.6% 

L2 Learning Experience 62.4 % 
Mixture 12.0% 

           

As shown in Table 2, Ideal L2 Self appears among 15.0% of the students. Ought to L2 Self has a strong 

dominance among 10.6% of the students. Meanwhile, L2 Learning Experience is prominent among 62.4% of the 

students. 12.0% of the students have a strong dominance in a mixture of dimensions. The result suggests that 

Learning L2 Experience is the strongest motivational dimension among the students. 
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The Correlations between L2 Motivational Self System and Achievement in Mandarin  

 
TABLE 3 

THE CORRELATIONS BETWEEN L2 MOTIVATIONAL SELF SYSTEM AND ACHIEVEMENT IN MANDARIN 
 

  Ideal L2 Self Ought to L2 Self Learning L2 Experience 

Achievement r .126 -.110 .236** 

 Sig. .150 .205 .006 

 n 133 133 133 

**. Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed). 

 

Table 3 above shows that there is no significant correlation between the students’ achievement in Mandarin and 

both the Ideal L2 Self as well as the Ought to L2 Self.  Only the correlation between L2 Learning Experience 

and the students’ achievement in Mandarin shows statistical significance. The result shows that among the three 

dimension of L2 Motivational Self System, only the L2 Learning Experience has significant relationship with 

the students’ achievement in Mandarin. 

 

 

CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS 

The findings of this study show that L2 Learning Experience has a strong dominance among the students. Thus 

we can postulate that the motivation among the students to learn Mandarin is strongly related to the immediate 

learning environment and experience. The significant correlation between L2 Learning Experience and the 

participants’ achievement in Mandarin “highlights” the importance of the learning experience of students who 

are required to learn a language. It is the motivational dimension which might urge or motivate the students to 

put effort into attaining the desired positive outcomes.  

            

This study could be a baseline study on the relationship between the motivation of Malay students in learning 

Mandarin and the L2 Motivational Self System. The results lead to the conclusion that the learners’ motivation 

is strongly inclined towards the L2 Learning Experience which is associated with the students’ achievement in 

Mandarin. As a result, to help the students sustain, enhance and increase their motivation, instructors should 

help students overcome boredom of classroom routines by creating learning and teaching environments that are 

conducive. 

 

Finally, this study only involved a small number of learners in a branch campus of a public university in 

Malaysia. As such, future research can replicate this study with a larger sample of learners from different 

campuses and other universities to obtain a more accurate and complete information. 
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