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Abstract

The aim of the present study was to investigate motivational orientations of 396 adolescents of public schools and their perceptions
of their learning contexts. About half of the sample suited English as a compulsory language, while others studied Spanish as an
elected language. Data were collected through a Likert-type self report questionnaire with questions related to mastery and work
avoidance achievement goals, to perceptions of interesting classes and utility value. Results showed significant positive relations
among mastery goal orientation and perceptions of interesting classes and utility, and negative relations among work avoidance
goal orientation and those variables. Regression analyses showed that perceptions of interesting classes and utility value predict
mastery goal orientation. Some significant differences aroused among students of the two learning contexts. Results were discussed
in the light of motivational theories and some suggestions for new researches and for educational practices as well with adolescents
were drawn.

Uniterms: Achievement goals; Foreign language; Interest; Motivation.

Resumo

O estudo investigou as orienta¢des motivacionais de 396 adolescentes e suas percepcdes do contexto de aprendizagem de uma lingua.
Parte dos alunos estudava espanhol por escolha prépria e, para os demais, o inglés era obrigatério. Como instrumento, utilizou-se um
questiondrio em escala Likert com questbes sobre as metas de realizagdo “aprender” e ‘evitacdo do trabalho’ percep¢do de aula interes-
sante e o valor de utilidade dessa aprendizagem. Diferencas significativas foram encontradas entre os alunos das duas linguas estran-
geiras. Apareceram relagdes positivas significativas entre a meta de realizagdo ‘aprender” e a percep¢do de aula interessante e o valor
de utilidade, e relagdes negativas entre a meta “evitagdo do trabalho”e essas mesmas varidveis. Pela andlise de regresséo, percepgdes de
aula interessante e de utilidade predizem a meta de realizagdo aprender. Os resultados foram discutidos a luz das teorias motivacionais
e foram extraidas algumas sugestées tanto para novas pesquisas como para prdticas educacionais com adolescentes.

Unitermos: Metas de realizacdo; Lingua estrangeira; Interesse; Motivagdo.
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Many researchers attest general decline in
student motivation as they advance in school grades
(Kaplan & Maehr, 2002; Zusho & Pintrich, 2001). There
are several factors responsible for this negative scenario,
among which, as pointed by Roeser and Galloway
(2002) regarding adolescents, are the new interests of
social nature that involve them. On the other hand,
adolescents themselves report that classes are
uninteresting, subjects are complex and without
personal relevance, resulting in a certain devaluation
of learning and consequent demotivation (Vallerand,
Fortier & Guay, 1997; Wigfield & Eccles, 2000).

Inthe case of foreign language learning, Dornyei
(2003) highlights its particularities, among which the
factor that its learning presupposes knowledge of
elements of the communication code, which are
grammar and lexical items, besides social and cultural
aspects from the target language community.
Moreover, Oxford and Shearin (1994) suggest that
learning another language is considered a difficult
process and, before that, motivation will be a key
determinant of success. Thus, having knowledge of
academic motivation and student perception regarding
the social context of the classroom is essential for
teachers to adopt appropriate interventions to promote
an environment focused on the motivation to learn.

Early researchers on motivation to learn a foreign
language, such as Gardner and Lambert (1959), were
based on the socio-educational model, according to
which motivation is linked to the desire of the learner
to interact with the target language group (integrative
orientation) and the pursuit of practical benefits from
this learning (instrumental orientation). In the 90s,
researchers as Clément, Dornyei and Noels (1994) and
Oxford and Shearin (1994) considered this theoretical
model limited, suggesting the adoption of other
approaches to the processes involved in motivation to
learn a foreign language, which actually happened. For
example, the theory of self-determination was the
reference of the studies of Noels, Pelletier and Clément
(1999), Noels, Pelletier, Clément and Vallerand (2000)
and Tsai, Kunter, Ludtke, Trautwein and Ryan (2008),
which included the variable Interest. In another strand,
Liem, Lau and Nie (2008) have supported the theory of
value-expectancy and achievement goal theory and
Williams, Burden and Al-Baharna (2002) adopted the

theory of causal attributions. This variety of approaches
reflects the complexity of motivation in the school
context as an object of study.

Literature has shown that student motivation is
multifaceted and results from many factors, considered
in several theoretical approaches (Bzuneck, 2009a).
Among them, the achievement goal theory has been
widely used as a reference for scholars concerned with
the practices in the classroom. As a social-cognitive
approach, it emphasizes both cognitive variables,
including the focus on a target, such as environmental
factors in the explanation of the motivation to learn.
According to its proponents, student motivation is
influenced by their orientation to a type of goal
achievement, understood as the reason or purpose in
performing tasks and in the application of effort,
influencing the quality of their involvement (Bzuneck,
2009b; Kaplan & Maehr, 2002; Liem et al., 2008; Urdan &
Midgley, 2003; Urdan & Schoenfelder, 2006; Zusho &
Pintrich, 2001).

Four different achievement goals have been
included in the studies. The first one is learning
achievement goal by which the student seeks to
develop competence and researches have revealed that
this goal is associated with interest, preference for
challenge, persistence and better performance. Another
goalis called performance, when there is concern either
to demonstrate ability (performance-approach) or to
avoid the demonstration of lack of competence and
unfavorable judgments (performance-avoidance).
Finally, with work avoidance goal the student aims to
succeed in learning, provided that they do not have to
apply effort, which, if required, should be at a minimum
level.

Research results confirmed the assumptions of
the theory that the classroom environment, as
perceived by the students, is a crucial factor in the
development of different achievement goals (Ames,
1992; Bzuneck, 2009b). Guimaraes (2009) described
some teaching methods that have the potential to
promote learning achievement goal, the most
educationally desirable motivation for its effects on
students'engagement. Among such strategies, we will
explore here the ones related to the way tasks are
assigned and the promotion of learning autonomy.




In order to implement learning achievement
goal orientation, we highlight strategies to demonstrate
the significance and value of academic activities, in
addition to challenges given in the proper level. Specific
literature has also reported the positive effects of using
Embellishments so as to promote students’interest in
learning, so called situational interest. Motivational
embellishments using music, games, fantasy, drama,
among others, belong to this category (Ames, 1992;
Bzuneck, 2010; Tsai et al.,, 2008).

Supporting students’ autonomy (Ames, 1992;
Guimaraes, 2009) basically means to allow them
freedom to make choices and give them responsibility
and to open to participation in decisions related to their
learning. Several studies have demonstrated the
effectiveness of this strategy for engaging them in
learning activities (Patrick, Skinner & Connell, 1993;
Reeve & Jang, 2006).

Studies on the academic motivation in the light
of the Achievement Goal Theory have raised questions
concerning the motivation for foreign language
learning in school. What is the quality of motivation for
Brazilian adolescents in terms of achievement goals to
learn a foreign language? And what is the relationship
of this motivation with social-contextual variables of
the classroom? Discovering answers to these questions
was the overall goal of this research. More specifically,
the aims of this study were: (1) to assess adolescent
students’ motivation in two foreign language learning
contexts, regarding their adoption of a learning or a
work avoidance achievement goal; (2) to evaluate
students’perceptions of the classroom teaching in the
promotion of situational interest and the use of
motivational embellishments by teachers; (3) to assess
whether, and to what extent, students perceive utility
value in the study of a foreign language in school; and
(4) to analyze relationships among perceptions of the
classroom teaching and both learning and work
avoidance achievement goals orientations.

Method
Participants

The total sample of 396 Brazilian adolescents
(227 girlsand 169 boys), aged 12 to 17 years, was formed

by two groups. Students (n=244) in 7" and 8" grades
of Basic Education and from the three grades of High
School of Parand State schools composed the first
group. All those students were studying English as a
mandatory curricular subject, with no option for another
language. The second group (n=152) consisted of
students studying Spanish by their own choice, also in
state schools, in a space called Centro de Linguas
Estrangeiras Modernas (CELEM, Center of Modern
Foreign Languages).

Instruments

A pencil and paper questionnaire initially asked
students'demographic information, followed by three
scales designed to assess, respectively, students’
achievement goals, their perception of classroom
teaching and, finally, their perception of utility value of
the foreign language. Items were anchored on a 5-point
Likert-type scale ranging from 1, strongly disagree to 5
totally agree. The questionnaire items were based on
existing national and international instruments, but with
some adaptations required by the goals of this study. A
pilot study was carried out with students who were not
included in the main sample. Following this procedure
the wording of some items was improved, allowing its
full understanding by the students (Appendix).

Achievement Goals Scale: comprised 16
statements designated to verify adolescents’
motivational orientation. The scale was subjected to a
principal component analysis followed by a Varimax
rotation, from which two factors emerged. Eight items
related to Factor 1, with an internal consistency index
of 0.86 by Cronbach’s a, identified as Learning
Achievement Goal Orientation. Remaining eight items
loaded on Factor 2, with a=0.73, identified as Work
Avoidance Goal Orientation.

Perceptions of an Interesting Classroom Teaching:
Although scale’s ten items were created to assess a
general perception of a teaching as promoting
situational interest, principal components analysis
found two distinct factors. Factor 1 gathered six items
with o=0.86 and It was called Perception of Interesting
Classroom Teaching. To Factor 2 converged four items,
with a=0.82, which is now called Perception of
Motivational Embellishments.
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Perceptions of Utility Value of Foreign Language:
Out of the ten items constructed, five formed Factor 1,
with =0.77, meaning devaluation or perceived of
uselessness of the foreign language. Another five items
formed Factor 2, related to the positive perception of
utility value, with a=0.56.

Procedures

The first author conducted data collection in all
classes, during the class time previously scheduled. For
this, written permission was requested from the
direction of the selected schools, parents’authorizations
for their children to participate in the study, besides the
declaration of the free will of the students to participate.
There were no refusals to participate. For the
questionnaire application, the requirements of
Resolution n° 196/96 of the National Health Council
were observed, with the approval of the University
Ethics in Research Committee.

Results

Data were submitted to statistical analyses using
Statistica 7 program. Initially, as descriptive statistics, we
will present the mean scores and standard deviations
on the variables Achievement Goals, Perceptions of
Interesting Classroom Teaching and of the Utility Value
by comparing students in both contexts of English as a
compulsory language (n=244) and Spanish as an option
(n=152).

As can be seen in Table 1, the mean scores of
the two groups of students in Learning Goal Orientation,
Perception of Interesting Classroom Teaching and in the

Table 1

Utility Value of that language learning were relatively
high. However, when learners were discriminated by
the condition of compulsory or of free choice of
language, significant differences emerged. That is,
students of Spanish as an elective subject, when
compared with the students of English as compulsory
language, showed significantly higher scores on the
learning goal orientation, on the perceptions of
interesting classroom teaching, and on the use of
embellishiment. Conversely, these same students’scores
on work avoidance goal were significantly lower than
their English language classmates.

A Pearson product-moment correlation analysis
between the scores on the three different variables, now
considered the total sample (n=396), was conducted.
The correlation values, all statistically significant, appear
in Table 2. Firstly, in accordance with the achievement
goal theory, the correlation was negative between the
scores on contrasting goals-learning versus work
avoidance. The relationship between the learning goal
orientation and judgment of uselessness of the foreign
language was also negative. On the other hand, learning
goal was positively related to perception of interesting
classroom teaching, use of embellishments, and utility
of the foreign language. The avoidance goal, in turn,
appeared negatively related to perception of interesting
classroom teaching, use of embellishments, and, in a
lesser degree, to the judgment of foreign language’s
uselessness, but its relation with perception of utility
was positive.

In addition to correlations, a regression analysis
was applied to verify if perceptions of Interesting
classroom teaching, use of embellishments and
judgments about foreign language’s uselessness or

Means and Standard Deviations of the goals orientations, and all perceptions, with students discriminated English and Spanish classroom

contexts in public schools of Londrina (2010)

English (n=244)

Spanish (n=152)

Variables t p
M SD M SD
Learning achievement goal 3.23 0.97 3.75 0.71 5.72 0.001
Work avoidance goal 2.79 0.84 244 0.65 439 0.001
Interesting class teaching 3.46 1.06 4.23 0.74 7.85 0.001
Embellishments 2.10 0.76 3.32 0.89 14.56 0.027
Perception of uselessness 1.91 0.95 1.50 0.62 4.74 0.001
Utility value 3.96 0.71 3.93 0.65 0.32 0.20

Note: M: Mean; SD: Standard Deviation; t: Student's t-test; p: significance probability.




Table 2

Pearson correlations among the measures, considering the total sample (N=396) with English and Spanish language students from public

schools of Londrina (2010)

Learning Work Interesting class ) Perception of Utility
) ; Embellishments
goal avoidance teaching uselessness value
Learning goal -0.60 0.67 0.46 -0.52 0.43
Work avoidance -0.55 -0.31 0.53 -0.22
Interesting classroom 0.58 -0.62 0.25
Embellishment -0.29 0.22
Perception of uselessness -0.30
Utility value
Note: All correlation values are significant (p=0.001).
Table 3
Regression Analyses with English and Spanish language students from public schools of Londrina (2010)
Goal learning Goal work avoidance
Independent variables
Beta t p Beta t p
Interesting classroom 0.47 9.08 0.00 -0.34 -5.70 0.01
Embellishments 0.09 2.25 0.02 -0.01 -0.32 0.74
Perception of uselessness -0.12 -2.76 0.00 0.30 5.85 0.01
Utility value 0.25 6.97 0.00 -0.03 -0.84 0.39

Note: t: Student’s t-test; p: significance probability.

utility have predictive value in relation to motivational
orientations, identified as learning goal and work
avoidance goal. Results in Table 3 show that the
perception of interesting classroom teaching proved
to have a positive and significant predictive value to
learning goal, with 47% of the total variance of this result
are due to the relationships between the two variables
and itis not due to otherfactors. Likewise, learning goal
was predicted by perception of foreign language’s
utility.

Concerning work avoidance goal, regression
analysis showed that perception of interesting
classroom teaching, use of embellishments and utility
perception were negative predictors of that goal. In
contrast, the perception of uselessness of the language
was the only positive predictor of work avoidance goal,
explaining 30% of the total variability.

Discussion

In the present study we aimed at to investigate
Brazilian teenagers'motivational orientations to learn a

foreign language and its relationships with the social
environment in the teaching of this subject. Significant
statistical relationships were discovered, which will be
explained in the light of the Achievement Goal Theory,
the theoretical framework adopted in this study.

Thefirst objective was to discover the extentand
quality of student motivation related to the purposes
or reasons for involvement in the study of foreign
languages. The results revealed throughout the sample
a prevalence of the learning goal orientation, which
equates to a quality of motivation that allows, according
to the theory (Ames, 1992; Bzuneck, 2009a; Urdan &
Schoenfelder, 2006), the expectation of appreciable
engagement in learning activities. On the other hand,
the entire sample also had an orientation, although to
a lesser degree, to work avoidance goal, which means
poor motivation, characterized by the intention to apply
the minimum possible effort. Thus, the data for the two
subscales of goals will be discussed together.

Considering the higher mean scores of the
learning goal items, we cannot rule out, to some extent,
a trend of many students to meet social expectations,
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that is, even if unconsciously, they may have marked
points on the scale that did not correspond to their
truth, but that would ensure them a more positive
image. Holtgraves (2004), among others, demonstrates
how this bias can easily occur and thus it contaminates
the veracity of self-report. This observation, according
to the author, implies the need for greater care in the
elaboration of measurement scales in the case of
constructs such as this.

In the present study, one can still assume that
the higher scores tendency in-learning goal was
facilitated by content of questions that represent an
educationally desirable goal, which is to pursue their
knowledge and skills improvement. However, when the
items dealt with the possibility of success without effort,
typical of work avoidance goal, there was also a certain
degree of agreement in the responses. But the negative
correlation found between the two measures of
achievement goals means that, in the whole sample,
higher scores on one of them were accompanied by
lower scores in the other and vice versa. In summary,
one cannot conclude by a contradiction in the answers,
but data suggests that in such motivation measurement
it is not enough to use learning goals items only, but
here is need to assess the possible adoption of work
avoidance as well.

According to the goal theory, the orientation to
learning achievement goal is associated with the value
of learning. Furthermore, a different approach,
according to the expectation-value theory (Durik, Vida
& Eccles, 2006; Eccles & Wigfield, 2002) one of the critical
motivational factorsis precisely for the student to realize
that learning is important, for example, because it is
helpful in their lives. This was found with this sample.
All students, regardless of the foreign language,
demonstrated to value it, that is, to find their learning
important, even with mean scores higherthan in all the
other variables considered. The correlation between
value perception and learning goal measures was
positive, a fact that was also found by Liem et al. (2008).
And, in accordance with the assumptions of the theory
(Ames, 1992; Bzuneck, 2009b), the regression analysis
on the present data found that the perceived utility
value positively predicts learning goal and, negatively,
avoidance goal. Consistent with this finding, the group
scores of perception of worthlessness or devaluation

of the foreign language appeared as negatively
correlated with the other measures, with one exception,
the avoidance goal, with which it correlated positively.

It was not assessed here the degree to which
teachers directly contributed for valuing the foreign
language. However, its valuation by the groups can be
explained, at least in part, by the cultural atmosphere
that pervades English language for its utility, for
example, in the computing area, business relationships
and the world of entertainment and music, while
Spanish appears as the foreign language of the
moment, given our proximity to countries where it is
spoken.

An important objective of this study was to
investigate whether there are significant differences, in
several variables, between students of English and
Spanish. Firstly, regarding to achievement goals,
significant differences were found between the two
groups of students. Mean scores were significantly
higher in the learning goal among students of Spanish
and, conversely, the mean scores in the avoidance goal
were higher among students of English.

One explanation for the superiority of the
students of Spanish can be related to the fact that, in
schools where this language is studied, students were
provided with possibility of choice, unlike the case of
English, a compulsory language in the curriculum. It
would also explain why English students are more
oriented to work avoidance goal than those studying
Spanish. Teaching that offers the students the possibility
to choose, which corresponds to an aspect of the
exercise of autonomy, has been associated with the
orientation to learning goal (Ames, 1992; Guimaraes,
2009). In addition, according to Self-Determination
Theory, autonomy support is crucial to intrinsic motivation
and to the self-regulated forms of extrinsic motivation
(Reeve, 2004). Notwithstanding, we cannot discard the
influence of other factors in the explanation of the
qualitatively higher motivation for the students learning
Spanish, among them the fact that this language is so
similar to ours and that it is spoken in countries closer
to us.

However, different mean scores were also found
in the measures of perceptions of interesting classroom
and use of embellishments in teaching each language.
The question is about social and environmental




variables related to teachers’ actions, but assessed as
perceived by students, a requirement recommended
in specific literature (Urdan & Midgley, 2003; Zusho &
Pintrich, 2001). Though different by factor analysis,
interesting class perception and use of embellishments
can be considered as variables that belong to a single
comprehensive construct, which would be the
situational interest, a case in which interest is prompted
by environmental stimuli (Hidi, 2001; Hidi &
Harackiewicz, 2000; Tsai et al., 2008). Situational interest
is distinguished from personal interest, which is derived
from internal and not environmental sources, and
that was not an object of measurement herein. By their
nature, motivational embellishments are designed to
make the class attractive, so much so that the correlation
between the measures of perceived interesting class
and use of embellishments were positive, in a similar
way as it has been described in literature (Ames, 1992;
Cordova & Lepper, 1996; Parker & Lepper, 1992).

Once again, in comparison with the English
language students, the students of Spanish showed
higher scores on these two measures, that is, their
teachers are more perceived as promoters of interest in
class. Moreover, perception of interesting class and
embellishments were found to have a positive
predictive value to learning goal and negative
predictive value to the work avoidance goal. Positive
and significant correlations were also found between
scores in each of these two perceptions and the
perception of utility value of the language. However,
as this is a correlation, one cannot infer a causal effect.
On the other hand, the data is consistent with the
postulates of achievement goal theory (Ames, 1992;
Bzuneck, 2009b; Dowson & Mclnerney, 2001). The
orientation of the Learning goal, the only one desirable,
is associated with situational interest, and, the work
avoidance goal, as predicted, characterized by reduced
engagement, was associated to the perception of
uninteresting classroom teaching. In short, the quality
of the motivation for foreign language, measured by
the orientation to achievement goals, appeared in this
study associated with teaching methods as perceived
by students. This result provides valuable suggestions
forlanguage teachers and teachers in general. Teachers
should bear in mind the complaint of teenagers about
uninteresting lessons, boring content stripped of
personal meaning (Vallerand et al,, 1997; Wigfield &
Eccles, 2000).

Some limitations, however, must be pointed out
in this research. Firstly, we did not evaluate the actual
performance of students in each language, which could
possibly be associated with motivational measures.
Moreover, in the comparisons between groups of
students we did not consider variables such as the
number of students in class, a weekly schedule of the
subject and type of available support material. Lastly,
we did not compare students'motivational variables in
relation to their school grade or according to gender.
Therefore, suggestions for further studies to advance
the understanding of motivation for learning a foreign
language in school, especially with teenagers can be
made. It is unveiled, in this area and in our country, a
vast space to be explored, including through
other approaches, such as, for example, the Self-
Determination Theory, Self-Efficacy, Self-Concept and
Ability Self-Perceptions to learn a foreign language, and
Causal Attributions Theory. In each approach other
variables are taken into account, promising new
perspectives on this object of study.

Final Considerations

The quality of student motivation makes a
difference to learning outcomes. The students’
orientation to the learning achievement goal, however,
is favored by teaching characteristics as they are
perceived by the students. Among them, making the
classinteresting and learning attractive is a motivational
strategy particularly suited to teaching certain subjects.
Embellishments such as variation, use of music, games,
skits, connection to life outside school and the personal
interests of their students have demonstrated potential
to contribute to engagement in learning.

Inthe same vein, demonstrating the utility value
of learning is a promising way to make it meaningful
and of personal valued, leading to a more sustained
engagement in the activities. Therefore, right arguments
are expected to persuade students to master a certain
subject-matter that, in turn, makes it possible to achieve
better social relationships, success in life beyond school.
In addition, students must see current language
learning as a prerequisite for future learning tasks that
they look forward. In particular, but not less important,
one must acknowledge that teachers’ personal
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characteristics are very influential, as they believe and
display the importance of their subject, presenting it
with enthusiasm, vividness, positive affect with their
students, and signs of dedication to his/her job.
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Appendix

MEASUREMENT SCALES OF MOTIVATIONAL CONSTRUCTS

Goal: Learning
1. | like doing Spanish / English exercises even when they give me some work.
5. I strive to do the Spanish / English exercises even if | make some mistakes.
8. In Spanish / English classes, | prefer to solve challenges, even if this is not easy.
11. 1like the Spanish / English exercises better when they make me think.
14. 1 do Spanish / English homework so that | can learn this language.
22. | study Spanish / English hard because | want to practice this language more.
24. 1 make an effort to learn much more than what is demanded from me in Spanish / English classes.
35. | pay attention to Spanish / English classes.

Goal: Work Avoidance

3. | prefer the easy exercises of Spanish / English.
6. | like it when | can do a Spanish / English exercise without having to make an effort.
13. When | have Spanish / English homework, | do not do it.
17.1think it is not worth studying what will not be on the Spanish / English test.
20. | try to do the Spanish / English exercises, but if they are difficult | give up quickly.
26. | want to do well in Spanish / English tests, but | do not want to study hard.
29. In Spanish / English classes | only do what is required because | think | do not need to do anything extra.
33. lusually copy Spanish / English homework from a colleague.

Perception of Interesting Classroom Teaching

4.1 do not like Spanish / English classes because the teacher only gives written exercises.
9. The Spanish / English teacher does not give interesting activities.
16. | love the classes of my school teacher of Spanish / English.
18. I do not feel enthusiastic in Spanish / English classes because the teacher does not take our interests into account.
25. The Spanish / English teacher does not take various materials to diversify the class.
27.1do not like the classes in Spanish / English because they are always the same.

Perception of Motivational Embellishments

30. Spanish / English teacher gives exercises that simulate real-life situations.
32. Spanish / English teacher gives some games about the subject we are studying.
34. Spanish / English teacher arouses our interest using varied tasks.

36. Spanish / English teacher uses music for us to learn to speak and understand new words.

Perception of Uselessness

7.1do not understand the reason to be studying Spanish / English if | do not even think of traveling to any country that speaks that language.
10. I do not know what use there is for studying Spanish / English if | do not know Portuguese well.
15. Classes of Spanish / English are not as important as other subjects.
21.1do not know why | have to waste time studying Spanish / English in school.
28. Studying Spanish / English in school has no meaning in my life.

Perception of Utility

2. Learning Spanish / English is very important today to develop various professions.

>
;3 12. Spanish / English can be useful for me to continue my studies.
Q 19. Spanish / English is important so that | can travel to other countries.
<
u 23. The contents of Spanish / English | am now studying are important for the next grade.
E 31. | use the Spanish / English I learn in school to listen to music or to play video games.
o
o
|
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