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ESL Learners’ Learning Motivations and Strategies
Yi-Chen Lu, Transworld Institute of Technology, Yunlin County, TAIWAN
David Ryan Berg, Transworld Institute of Technology, Yunlin County, TAIWAN

Abstract: The purposes of this study were to understand ESL (English as a Second Language) students’ learning motivations
and learning strategies in the West North Central division of the United Stated. Respondents included 133 students enrolled
in intensive English classes in six institutions in Iowa, Minnesota, Nebraska, and North Dakota. This study concluded that
the ESL students in the West North Central Division of the United States tend to be more instrumentally motivated than in-
tegratively motivated when learning English. In addition, African students are more instrumentally motivated than are the
American, Asian, European, and Middle Eastern students. The ESL students in West North Central states prefer using
metacognitive, social, compensation, and cognitive strategies more frequently than using memory and affective strategies.
Overall, female students use strategies more frequently than male students when learning English. European students prefer
memory strategies and African students prefer cognitive, metacognitive, and affective strategies. European and Asian students
prefer compensation strategies and Middle Eastern students prefer social strategies. The researcher suggests that since
ESL students’ learning motivations and strategies are different, ESL instructors should understand more about students’
motivations and strategies in order to vary their teaching style to achieve better results in language learning.
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Introduction

THREE KINDS OF English speakers are in
the world: “those who speak as a first lan-
guage, those for who it is a second or addi-
tional language and those who learn it as a

foreign language” (Graddol, 1997, p. 10). A recent
estimate suggests that approximately 375 million
people (4.84% of people in the world) speak English
as their first language (Graddol, 1997; Mitchell &
Myles, 2004). Even though about 7,000 different
languages exist in the world (Gordon, 2006), many
people choose English to communicate with each
other. It is common to see a Chinese medical doctor
publishing findings in English-language journals or
a Japanese business person conducting business in
Mexico in English (Jandt, 2001).

What distinguishes English today is not the num-
ber of native speakers, but the growing population
of non-native English speakers who learn English as
a second or foreign language. Graddol predicted that
the number of non-native English speakers would
surpass the number of native English speakers in the
near future (1999, p. 57); while over 375 million
people speak English as their first language, another
billion or so are using English as a second language
or are learning to do so (Crystal, 1997; Graddol,
1997).

According to the data provided from the Institute
of International Education (IIE), each year more than
560,000 international students study in the United
States: 586,323 in 2002/03, 572,509 in 2003/04,

565,039 in 2004/05 (2004), and 564,766 in 2005/06
(2006b). During the 2003-04 academic year, 43,003
students enrolled in intensive English language
learning; during the 2004-05 academic year, the
number of students grew to 44,565 (IIE, 2005); and
in the following year, the number declined to 43,580
(IIE, 2006a). Regarding the English speaking popu-
lation, many scholars and researchers pay close atten-
tion to why people want to learn English (Motiva-
tions) (Dornyei, 1994; Ely, 1986; Gardner, 1985;
Gardner & Lambert, 1972; Masgoret, Bernaus, &
Gardner, 2001; Root, 1999) and how people learn it
(Strategies) (Brown, Robson, & Rosenkjar, 2001;
Ehrman & Oxford, 1990; O'Malley & Chamot, 1990;
Oxford, 1990; Rubin, 1987; Wenden, 1991).

Learners would use different ways to approach
personal goals through different learning strategy
preferences that help them learn more effectively
(Cohen, 1998; O'Malley & Chamot, 1990; Oxford,
1990; Reid, 1995, 1998). Moreover, when
second/foreign language (L2) learners face diffi-
culties during learning English, learners often devel-
op and utilize a wide range of learning strategies to
deal with a language that is different than the
learners’ native languages (Root, 1999). Many re-
searchers found that good learners often apply vari-
ous strategies to help them succeed in second lan-
guage learning (Dreyer & Oxford, 1996; Oxford,
1990; Reid, 1987); additionally, studies show that
learning motivation influences learners in their
second/foreign language (L2) learning, such as L2
learners’ learning strategies, interactions with native

THE INTERNATIONAL JOURNAL OF LEARNING,
VOLUME 15, NUMBER 1, 2008

http://www.Learning-Journal.com, ISSN 1447-9494
© Common Ground, Yi-Chen Lu, David Ryan Berg, All Rights Reserved, Permissions: cg-support@commongroundpublishing.com



speakers, inputs of receiving in the target language
being learned, and performances on tests.

On the other hand, learners’ personal cultural and
gender backgrounds influence their motivations and
strategies in language learning. Learners may have
similar learning strategies if they share similar cul-
tural backgrounds. Oxford (1996b) stated that “cul-
tural background affects strategy choice” (p. xi).
Some research showed while many Hispanic
ESL/EFL learners, for example, chose compensatory
strategies and social strategies, many Japanese
learners chose cognitive strategies and memory
strategies, and they tended to work alone (Bedell &
Oxford, 1996; Oxford, 1996a). In addition, some
studies showed evidence that male and female
learners are systematically different in their disposi-
tion toward language studies (Clark & Trafford,
1995; Ludwig, 1983). Schmidt, Boraie, and Kassabgy
(1996) found that male students’ learning motivations
were more integratively oriented and female stu-
dents’ learning motivations were more instrumentally
oriented. Oxford (1993) stated that female learners
use language learning strategies, such as metacognit-
ive strategies, affective strategies, and social
strategies, more frequently than male learners. Al-
though most studies agree females may be expected
to have something of an edge in language learning,
“attention to variables such as interests, culturally
determined gender roles, sex-related personality
differences, and learning circumstances may suggest
ways to enhance the language learning success of
both males and females” (Ehrman, 1996, p. 168).

Purposes
To understand L2 learners’ learning motivations and
learning strategies in the early 21st century, a study
was conducted with students in intensive English
institutions in the United States. The purpose of this
study was to determine and compare the learning
motivations and preferred learning strategies of ESL
learners in the West North Central Division of the
United States. The states included Iowa, Minnesota,
Nebraska, and North Dakota. This study is significant
to ESL/EFL educators who want to understand the
factors that contribute to effective English instruc-
tion. The results provide educators with useful in-
formation about learning motivations and preferred
learning strategies, specifically in the West North
Central Division of the United States. Furthermore,
this research examines the differences in learning
strategies based on students’ gender and geographic
background. With the results of this study, the re-
searcher hopes to provide and shape the learning
environment to reduce conflict between teachers’
teaching and students’ learning strategies in the
classroom, thus helping educators adjust their
teaching strategies and curricula to students’ learning

preferences. Moreover, this study can help ESL stu-
dents have a better understanding of their goals of
learning a second language and help them recognize
and apply different learning strategies in their English
language learning.

Reviews
A series of review and research of related literature
provided information on individual differ-
ences—such as age, anxiety, aptitude, culture,
gender, language learning strategies, language
learning styles, motivations, and self-esteem—in
second language learning, learning motivation theor-
ies, learning strategy theories, and effective language
learners. First, the review provided a view of indi-
vidual differences, such as age, aptitude, anxiety,
culture, gender, language learning strategies, lan-
guage learning styles, motivations, and self-esteem,
among students when learning English. Second, the
review gave a theoretical background of language
learning motivations and learning strategies. While
Gardner’s (1985) learning motivation theory gave a
comprehensive view of students’ intrinsic and extrins-
ic learning motivations, Oxford’s learning strategy
theory provided a picture of students’ “specific ac-
tions, behaviors, steps, or techniques” (Scarcella &
Oxford, 1992) in language learning. Third, the review
gave examples how other researchers conduct studies
in learning motivations. Fourth, the review provided
examples of how other researchers investigated in
language learning strategies. Last, the review ex-
plored the ideas of being an effective language
learner. As Rubin (1975) suggested, a good learner
has to (1) be a willing and accurate guesser; (2) have
a strong drive to communicate, or to learn from a
communication; (3) be often not inhibited; (4) be
prepared to attend to form; (5) practice often; (6)
monitor his/her own and the speech of others; and
(7) attend to meaning (Rubin, 1975).

Methodology and Procedures
The target population for this research consisted of
all English as a second language (ESL) students in
intermediate and advanced levels at six intensive
English institutions in the West North Central States
of Iowa, Minnesota, Nebraska, and North Dakota.
Each institution selected for the study had one of the
most intensive English learner population in the state
and had a wide variety of students from different
regions, such as Africa, the Americas, Asia, and
Middle East. The total students enrolled in intensive
English institutions in these four states were approx-
imately 340 students in 2005/06 school year. Due to
concerns about participants’ reading ability, the re-
searcher selected ESL students whose English skills
were intermediate level and advanced level at their
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intensive English institutions. This produced a study
population of approximately 250 students. Table 1

presents the A summary of student demographic
data.

Instrument
The instrument, entitledEnglish as Second Language
Learning Motivation and Learning Strategy Invent-
ory, used in this study was a composite of portions
of two well established surveys: Gardner’s (1985)
the Attitude/Motivation Test Batter (AMTB) and
Oxford’s (1990) Strategy Inventory for Language
Learning (SILL, EFL/ESL 7.0 version). With seven
demographic questions, a total of 72 items comprised
the instrument. The instrument was designed to
gather data in two major areas: (1) L2 learners’ self-
motivation in language learning and (2) preferred
learning strategy use.

Participants had approximately 30 to 45 minutes
to complete the survey online, and the responses
were submitted directly to the researcher. The data
obtained from the returned surveys were analyzed
and responses to the research questions were made
using descriptive and influential statistics, including
item means, standard deviations, t tests, one-way
analyses of variance (ANOVAs), and multiple com-

parison tests. Descriptive and inferential statistics
were used to interpret the English as second language
(ESL) students’ learning motivations and preferred
English learning strategies.

Findings and Conclusions
The findings and conclusions are listed below:

1. The mean of the 122 participants’ instrumental
motivation was 4.28 and the integrative motiv-
ation was 3.69; approximately 98.4% (n=120)
of students were moderately to highly motivated
instrumentally and approximately 93.4%
(n=113) of students were moderately to highly
motivated integratively. Both male and female
students study English for the benefits they ac-
crue from acquiring English as a second lan-
guage more than for their favorable attitude to-
ward or personal interests in English. A sum-
mary of descriptive statistic for language
learning motivation is presented in Table 2.

1. Between male and female students, significant
differences were found in instrumental motiva-
tion, F(4,117)=4.064, p=.004. African students
(M=4.73) are more motivated by the benefits
gained from acquiring English language (instru-

mentally motivated) than are the American
(M=4.59); Asian (M=4.19), p=0.27; European
(M=4.02), p=.041; and Middle Eastern students
(M=4.17), p=.048. Table 3 presents a summary
of variation in learning motivation by students’
gender, and Table 4 shows a summary of vari-
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ation in language learning motivation by parti- cipants’ geographic backgrounds.

1. The students’ preferred strategies were compens-
ation strategies (M=3.67), metacognitive
strategies (M=3.83), social strategies (M=3.77),

and cognitive strategies (M=3.62). The least
preferred strategies were memory strategies
(M=3.39) and affective strategies (M=3.34). A
summary of descriptive statistic for language
learning strategies is presented in Table 5.

1. Female students (M=3.71) utilized learning
strategies significantly more frequently than
male students (M=3.52), t(120)= -2.808, p=.006.
Table 6 presents the summary of variation in
language learning strategy by students’ gender.
Moreover, African and Middle Eastern students

prefer indirect learning strategies: metacognit-
ive, affective, and social strategies. European,
Asian, and the American students prefer direct
strategies: memory, cognitive, and compensat-
ory strategies. Table 7 presents a summary of
variation in language learning strategy by geo-
graphic background.
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Discussion
The findings related to learning motivation showed
that the majority of the participants were more instru-
mentally motivated than integratively motivated
when learning English. According to the scores
(Table 4), female students were slightly more integ-
ratively and instrumentally motivated than male
students. However, the findings showed significant
differences in instrumental motivation based on
participants’ geographic background.

Based on Gardner’s theories, Schmidt, Boraie,
and Kassabgy (1996) stated “cultural beliefs influ-
ence the development of the integrative motive and
the degree to which integrativeness and achievement
are related” (p. 13). The findings showed that African
students tended to be the most instrumentally motiv-
ated, and European students tend to be the least in-
strumental motivated. However, little research was
focused on the relationship between learning motiv-
ation and students’ geographic background, the re-
searcher could not conclude which cultural beliefs
influence students’ motivation in English learning.

The finding related to learning strategies showed
that the majority of the participants preferred using
metacognitive, social, compensation, cognitive, and
memory strategies. In addition, female students
presented use strategies more frequently than male
students, which support Oxford’s finding (1993).
However, Oxford (1993) found that female students
use metacognitive, affective, and social strategies
more frequently than male students. In the present
study, the findings showed that female students ten-
ded to use metacognitive, compensatory, and cognit-
ive strategies more frequently than male students.
The finding is supported by Oxford and Dreyer’s
(1996) finding that female students made greater use
of metacognitive strategies than did male students.

As mentioned above, learners’ cultural back-
grounds influence their choice of strategies in lan-
guage learning. The findings of the present study
showed that African students tended to use more
metacognitive, cognitive, affective, and social
strategies. The American students tended to use more
metacognitive, social, and affective strategies.
European students tended to use metacognitive,
compensatory, social, and memory strategies more
frequently. Middle Eastern students tended to use
cognitive, social, metacognitive, and compensatory
strategies more frequently. Asian students tended to
use metacognitive, social, compensatory, and cognit-
ive strategies more frequently. However, affective
and memory strategies were unpopular among Asian
students. These findings are supported by Bedell and

Oxford (1996). They discovered that Asian (Japan-
ese, Chinese, Korean, Thai, and Vietnamese) students
used social, metacognitive, cognitive, and compens-
ation strategies more frequently but used social
strategies less frequently.

Recommendations
Since ESL students’ learning motivations are differ-
ent, ESL instructors should understand more about
students’ motivation in order to achieve better results
in language learning. Moreover, since ESL students
use diverse learning strategies to learn English, ESL
instructors should be aware of the different choices
of the use of learning strategies among students’
gender and cultural or geographic background and
provide different approaches to enhance students’
learning in English language. In addition, ESL insti-
tutions and faculty members should revise curricula
to fit the needs of both male and female students,
and students with different geographic backgrounds
and should be aware of and understand learners’
learning strategies in order to introduce different
strategies to students and encourage them to expand
the use of different learning strategies when learning
English.

The participants in this study were limited to ESL
students in the West North Central Division of the
United States. Further studies should be conducted
with ESL students in other geographic areas of the
United States and internationally. Furthermore, future
research needs to explore other variables—including
age, length of study, anxiety, aptitude, learning style,
and self-esteem—that may influence the use of lan-
guage learning strategies and determine the differ-
ences in the use of language learning strategies based
on learners’ age in order to understand the relation-
ship of younger and older learners’ learning strategies
and learning proficiencies. At last, little research was
focused on which cultural elements influence ESL
students’ motivations and strategies in language
learning; therefore, qualitative research that investig-
ates the phenomenon of language learning is encour-
aged for further studies. Moreover, little research
was focused on learners’ learning motivation,
strategies, and styles based on learners’ social and
economic status. Qualitative and quantitative research
that investigates the phenomenon of learning is en-
couraged for further studies.
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