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Abstract

This paper is a report on the study of the relationship between foreign/second language (L2) motivation and
vocabulary knowledge. The population of the study is the cadets of a military academy in Saudi Arabia who
study English as a foreign language. The total number of participants is 195 Saudis. The author uses the L2
Motivational Self System to investigate the cadets’ L2 motivation and the vocabulary test “X-Lex” (Meara &
Milton, 2003) to measure their vocabulary size (VS). The correlation analysis shows a positive moderate
statistical correlation between the students’ L2 motivation and their VS because the Ideal L2 Self, the Language
Learning Attitudes, and the Intended Learning Effort had a linear relationship with the VS. Nevertheless, the
regression analysis reveals that none of these motivational scales is a predictor of the students’ VS. Finally, the
correlation analysis and the regression analysis disclose a statistically significant correlation between the Saudi
cadets’ self-perception as competent English users and their L2 motivation as well as their VS.

Keywords: ideal L2 self, language learning attitudes, motivational self system, ought-to L2 self, vocabulary size,
X-Lex

1. Introduction

Vocabulary is essential for communication because, without a sufficiently large vocabulary, any successful
communication is difficult to accomplish. Wilkins (1972) thought that “without grammar very little can be
conveyed, without vocabulary nothing can be conveyed” (p. 111). Therefore, vocabulary acquisition is
significant in foreign/second language (L2) use because it plays a pivotal role in the formation of successfully
completed written and spoken texts. In other word, a lack of sufficient vocabulary knowledge (VK) makes
understanding a text an impossible task (Nation, 2011). According to Cortazzi and Jin (1996), L2 learners mainly
focus on acquiring vocabulary over other aspects of language learning. Because L2 learners believe that
vocabulary is an important component of their language learning, most of their struggles in this area arise from
their lack of VK (Nation, 1990).

Scholars such as Laufer and Nation (1999), Gu (2003), and Read (2011) assert the close relationship between
foreign language learning and vocabulary size (VS). Vocabulary learning enables L2 learners to be successful in
their L2 learning process (Nation, 2011). In many English as a foreign language (EFL) classrooms, teachers
focus mainly on grammar and pay little attention to vocabulary building despite its importance in acquiring the
target language and helping the L2 learners to communicate with others (Albodakh & Cinkara, 2017).

Williams and Burden (1997) defined motivation as “a state of cognitive and emotional arousal, which leads to a
conscious decision to act ... in order to attain a previously set goal (or goals)” (p. 120). Learning an L2, which is
a sustained long-term activity that may last for years, can be regarded as a conscious decision that the learner
undertakes to achieve previously set goals such as conversing with people who cannot speak his or her language.
This makes learning an L2 unique and different from other school subjects because a foreign language “is not a
socioculturally neutral field but is affected by a range of sociocultural factors such as language attitudes, cultural
stereotypes, and even geopolitical considerations” (Dornyei, 2005, p. 67).

Numerous researchers have examined the relationship between VK (usually using measures of VS) and a variety
of language proficiency measures, such as reading e.g. (Albrechtsen, Haastrup, & Henriksen, 2008), speaking e.g.
(Daller, Van Hout, & Treffers-Daller, 2003), grammatical accuracy e.g. (Alderson, 2005), writing e.g. (Yu,
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2010), listening e.g. (Steehr, 2008), and academic achievement e.g. (Masrai & Milton, 2017). Only a few authors

have examined the relationship between vocabulary knowledge and language learning motivation (L2 motivation)
e.g. Gardner and Maclntyre. (1991). This study will constitute an attempt to fill this gap by addressing the

relationship between the L2 motivation and VK of Saudi military cadets. The author will examine the

relationship in this underresearched context through the lens of one of the contemporary models in L2

motivation, the L2 Motivational Self System (L2MSS) (see the literature review section for details).

2. Literature Review
2.1 The L2MSS

Gardner and Lambert (1959) were the pioneers who investigated the relationship between learning an L2 and
motivation. They developed a sociopsychological model with integrativeness as its core construct, which was
used for decades to investigate L2 motivation. Integrativeness refers to “a sincere and personal interest in the
people and culture represented by the other group”; in other words, language learners “must be willing to
identify with members of another ethnolinguistic group and take on very subtle aspects of their behaviour”
(Gardner & Lambert, 1972, p. 135).

Nowadays English, as a Lingua Franca, is widely accepted, and the ownership of English is not associated with
specific Anglophone cultures and their peoples; scholars such as Yashima (2002), Dérnyei and Csizér (2002),
and Dornyei (2005) doubt the validity of the application of “integrativeness” in such a globalized contemporary
world. Thus L2 learners do not necessarily learn English to integrate with the peoples of these Anglophone
countries or their cultures. These scholars believe that L2 learners’ motivation “might be better explained as an
internal process of identification within the person’s self-concept, rather than identification with an external
reference group” (Dornyei & Csizér, 2002, p. 453). Consequently, Dornyei (2005) proposed a new model: the
L2MSS.

Dérnyei (2005) proposed his model, the L2MSS, by drawing on the “possible selves” (Markus & Nurius, 1986)
and “self-discrepancy” (Higgins, 1987). His model is made up of three constructs: Ideal L2 Self (IL2S), Ought-to
L2 Self (OL2S), and L2 Learning Experience (L2LE). The IL2S is the L2 learners’ vision of themselves as a
successful and/or competent L2 user, which they would like to become. Therefore, the IL2S represents the hopes
and aspirations that drive the L2 learners to put in more effort in hopes of reducing the discrepancy between their
current selves and their ideal future selves. This makes the IL2S more internalized by nature. On the other hand,
the OL2S is more extrinsic because it represents the attributes that L2 learners believe they should possess to be
able to avoid unpleasant outcomes (e.g., failing an exam) and/or meet the wishes and expectations of significant
others (e.g., parents). The third construct, the L2LE, refers to “situation-specific motives related to the immediate
learning environment and experience” (Doérnyei, 2005, p. 106). Consequently, issues relevant to the immediate
learning environment, such as the impact of the L2 teacher, the peer group, the experience of success, and the
curriculum, belong to the L2LE.

Of the three constructs of the L2MSS, the IL2S is the most salient because it has been found in almost all the
previous studies that it is the most significant variable in predicting the learning effort of L2 students (Alqahtani,
2018b; Csizér & Kormos, 2009; Kormos, Kiddle, & Csizér, 2011; Taguchi, Magid, & Papi, 2009). In some
studies, the IL2S accounted for more than 40% of the variance in the learning effort of L2 students, such as 45%
in Algahtani’s (2018a) study. In the field of L2 motivation studies, these figures can be regarded as exceptionally
high (Doérnyei & Ushioda, 2011). Furthermore, the results of some studies, such as Csizér and Kormos (2009)
and Kormos et al. (2011), reveal the other two constructs of the L2MSS (the OL2S and the L2LE) to have a
direct impact on the IL2S.

Some scholars have found the influence of the OL2S on the learning effort of L2 students to be minimal
(Kormos et al. (2011) Lamb (2012)). Therefore, scholars such as Kormos et al. (2011) and Taguchi et al. (2009)
suggest that the OL2S is likely to have a more salient role in Arab and Asian contexts, where the expectations of
students’ parents can be powerful motivators. The impact of the OL2S on the learning effort of L2 Saudi
students was salient in Algahtani’s (2017a) study. In addition, it has been found in a number of studies, such as
Csizér and Kormos (2009), Kormos et al. (2011), and Taguchi et al. (2009), that the OL2S was directly
influenced by parental encouragement, which led Csizér and Kormos (2008a) to conclude that “the OL2S is
entirely socially constructed” (p. 177).

Similar to the IL2S, the third construct of the L2MSS (the L2LE) has a significant impact on the learning effort
of L2 students. The results of a number of studies reveal an even stronger impact (Alqahtani, 2017b; Csizér &
Kormos, 2009; Islam, Lamb, & Chambers, 2013). The L2LE has been referred to using a number of terms
interchangeably; for example, “Language Learning Attitudes” (LLA) (Alqahtani, 2018a; 2018b), “Attitudes to
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L2 Learning” (You, Dornyei, & Csizér, 2016), “Attitudes to Learning English” (Islam et al., 2013), and “L2
Learning Attitude” (Csizér & Kormos, 2008b). In this study, the third construct of the L2MSS is referred to as
LLA.

2.2 Vocabulary Knowledge

VK can be divided into two main dimensions; the breadth of the knowledge refers to “the number of the words
for which the person knows at least some of the significant aspects of meaning” (Anderson & Freebody, 1981, p.
92). The second dimension is called the depth or quality of the VK; here the learner needs to “know a great deal
about each individual lexical item in order to use it well” (Schmitt, 2010, p. 15).

The breadth of the VK is fundamental to the lexical capability of L2 learners. It has been found that learners with
a high amount of VS are more flexible in comprehension and language use in comparison to learners with
limited VS (Meara, 1996). Alderson (2005) asserted that “the size of one’s vocabulary is relevant to one’s
performance on any language test, in other words, that language ability is to quite a large extent a function of
VS” (p. 88).

Learners need a good VS (i.e., breadth of VK) to function in a language. They also need to know a great deal
about these individual lexical items to be able to use them efficiently (i.e., depth of VK). Therefore, the learners
need to possess more than just a superficial understanding of a word’s meaning. Read (2004) averred that
learners should “develop a rich and specific meaning representation as well as knowledge of the word’s formal
features, syntactic functioning, collocational possibilities, register characteristics, and so on” (p. 155). Therefore,
in comparison to learners with lower vocabulary proficiency, learners with higher proficiency are more efficient
language users and are well organized.

The VK concept used in this study refers to the recognition of word form. The VS is a measure used to describe
the number of words known by the language learner (Masrai & Milton, 2017). A number of researchers have
found a close link between VK and English language learners’ ability and academic achievement, which
influences the students’ success in English (Daller & Phelan, 2013; Roche & Harrington, 2013). In her study of
schoolchildren to whom English was taught as an L2, Saville-Troike (1984) concluded that “vocabulary
knowledge is the single most important area of L2 competence” (p. 199). A great deal of VK research has shown
moderate to high correlations between general VS and the four language skills: for example, writing ability e.g.
Steehr (2008), reading comprehension e.g. Qian (1999), and oral fluency e.g. Milton, Wade, andHopkins (2010).
In these studies, VS accounts for “over 50% of variance in scores in foreign language performance” (Masrai &
Milton, 2017, p. 129).

2.3 Research Questions
1.  What is the relationship between the Saudi cadets’ L2 motivation and their VK?

a) Is there a statistically significant correlation between the three components of the L2MSS and the
reported intended learning effort (ILE) among the Saudi cadets?

b) Is there a statistically significant correlation between the three components of the L2MSS and the VS
among the Saudi cadets?

c) Is there a statistically significant correlation between the Perceived Self Competence (PSC) and the
three components of the L2MSS among the Saudi cadets?

d) Is there a statistically significant correlation between PSC and VS among the Saudi cadets?
3. Method
3.1 Participants

The population of the study was the cadets from a military academy in Saudi Arabia. Only Saudi male students
with a high school certificate are able to join the academy. Female students are not allowed to join. The cadets
spend 3 years, two terms each year (i.e., a total of six terms), studying a wide range of civilian as well as military
subjects. English is one of the subjects that the cadets study throughout their 3 years in the academy. English has
the most credit among the civilian as well as the military subjects because students study English for an average
of 8 hours a week. The cadets need to pass all the exams to graduate from the academy. Based on the students’
performance in their English tests, they can be nominated for a scholarship to study abroad. This makes English
one of the most important subjects that the cadets study at the academy. The sample of this study, which was
randomly selected, was the cadets in their first year in the academy (i.e., the elementary level), so the average
age of the participants was 19. The questionnaires used in the study were administered by the author as well as a
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number of his colleagues. Some 195 (23.8%) of the 819 elementary-level cadets volunteered to participate in the
study.

3.2 Instruments
3.2.1 L2 Motivation Questionnaire

The author used a 5-point Likert-scale questionnaire that he had administered in a previous study to measure the
students’ L2 motivation and their PSC (Algahtani, 2018b). The participation of the students in this study was on
a voluntary basis. The anonymity of the respondents was assured before the distribution of the questionnaires.
The scales of the study are defined, and an example for each scale given, below:

IL2S: to investigate the imagined desired future L2 self that the respondents would like to be. Example: 1 often
imagine myself as someone who is able to speak English.

OL2S: refers to the participants’ imagined future L2 self as expected by people they respect, like their parents.
Example: If I fail to learn English, I’ll be letting other people down.

LLA: to investigate the attitudes of the respondents toward their immediate learning environment. Example: I
always look forward to my English classes.

ILE: this is the criterion measure, which is used to determine the participants’ perception of the effort they
devote to the English learning process. Example: I am prepared to expend a lot of effort in learning English.

PSC: a self-rating scale that the respondents used to assess their English competence in the four skills (speaking,
listening, writing, and reading). The participants were asked to rate themselves in each skill from 1-5, with 1 as
the lowest value and 5 as the highest. Such an assessment scale is widely used in many SLA studies, for example
Algahtani (2018b), Dewaele (2005), Duan and Barry (2006), and Zhou (2016).

3.2.2 Testing VS

In this study, the author used the X-Lex (Meara & Milton, 2003) to measure the VS for this sample of Saudi
cadets. The X-Lex measures the most frequent 5000 receptive words in English in written modality. The test has
120 items: 20 pseudowords (non-words) and 100 real English words. The pseudowords were used to control
guesswork. The author and his colleagues asked the cadets to tick the words they knew and leave the words they
did not know unticked. The students could obtain the maximum possible score of 5000 when they ticked all the
real words and rejected all the pseudowords.

3.2.3 Data Analysis Procedure

The software used to analyze the obtained data was IBM SPSS 20. The analysis of the data started with
measuring the coefficient of internal consistency for the scales used in the study. This procedure was used to
examine the reliability of the used scales. Then the descriptive statistics were obtained (including median, mean,
skewness, standard deviation, and kurtosis). Such a procedure was used to help the author describe the
characteristics of the sample and check any violation of the variables (Pallant, 2010; Tabachnick & Fidell, 2007).
Finally, in an attempt to investigate the relationships between the scales of the study, correlation and regression
analyses were administered.

Regarding the VS of the participants and to proceed further with statistical tests, such as correlation and
regression, the participants were divided into five groups (i.e., levels) based on their score in the VS test, with 1
being the lowest value and 5 the highest. The length of the category was calculated by dividing the highest score
(4300) by the levels of the score (5): 4300/5 = 860. See Tables 1 and 2 below for details.

Table 1. Levels of Participants Based on Their VS Test

Degree Level VS Test Score  Frequency Percentage

1 Very poor 0-860 74 37.9
2 Poor 861-1720 63 323
3 Good 1721-2580 42 21.5
4 Very good  2581-3440 13 6.7
5 Excellent ~ 3441-4300 3 1.5
Total 195 100
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Table 2. Descriptive Statistics of the Participants’ VS Score

Descriptive statistics  Value

Mean 2.02
Median 2.00
Standard deviation ~ 1.002
Skewness 144
Kurtosis -.110

4. Results
4.1 Reliability and Descriptive Statistics

To verify the reliability of the items used in the study, the Cronbach’s alpha was calculated. From the
Cronbach’s alpha values, it can be claimed that the scales of the used questionnaire had attained internal
consistency. The Cronbach’s alpha values for all the scales were above the minimum acceptable value in social
sciences studies, which is .60 (Pallant, 2010). Table 3 shows the Cronbach’s alpha coefficient of the scales. Then
the skewness and kurtosis values were calculated to assess the normality of the data. When the values of kurtosis
and skewness are “0,” only then can perfect normal distribution be obtained. Pallant (2010) asserted that
obtaining the “0” value rarely occurs in social sciences studies. Nevertheless, Tabachnick and Fidell (2007)
vouchsafed that data can be regarded as normal when the kurtosis values do not exceed 7.0 and the skewness
values do not exceed 2.0, which was attained in this study. See Table 3 for more details.

Next, descriptive statistics (median, standard deviation, and mean) were obtained. These values were used to
gain a comprehensive impression of the results and compare the values of the scales. This may have helped to
identify which scales scored low/high and to examine variations within the values. For example, Tables 2 and 3
show that the mean values for all the scales with the exception of VS exceeded 3.0 out of 5. This might be an
indication that the participants in this study were highly motivated to learn English and perceived themselves as
competent in the language. Nevertheless, the mean score of their VS test showed otherwise, with the mean value
below the average at 2.02.

Table 3. Reliability and Descriptive Statistics of the Scales

Variable CZOIZ; Z[Zh , Mean Median Std. Dev Skewness Kurtosis
1 IL2S .818 3.88 3.88 .684 -.781 973
2. OL2S 700 3.33 3.33 756 -.465 .062
3. LLA .851 3.66 3.67 .822 -.618 523
4 ILE .656 4.15 4.20 528 -423 -.183
3. PSC 729 3.09 3.00 .833 -.148 -477

4.2 Correlation

The correlation analysis was administered to help the author explore the linear relationship that might exist
between the scales used in the study. The author followed the instructions of Cohen (1988) regarding the
strength of the correlations. When the values of the correlation coefficient between the scales exceeded .50, only
then would the correlation be regarded as strong. A number of correlation coefficient values were strong, and
some were moderate. See Table 4 for more details.

The VS scale had a strong linear correlation with the students’ perceived competence (.509) and above-moderate
linear correlation with their IL2S (.305). This might suggest that when the students’ VS increases, it could
improve their perception of their competence in L2, which in turn might help them see themselves as competent
L2 users in the future. The scale of the students’ perception of their competence in L2 also had above-moderate
linear correlation with their IL2S (.410), their LLA (.392), and their ILE (.315). This may indicate that when the
students perceive themselves as competent future L2 users, they are likely to have positive attitudes toward their
L2 learning environment and would be ready to put more effort into their L2 learning process. See Table 4 for
more details.
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Table 4. Correlation Coefficient Values for the Scales

Scales 1 2 3 4 5 6
1. VS -
2. IL2S 305%* -
3. OL2S 224%* -
4. LLA 231%* 675%* 287%* -
5. ILE .190** 584%* .339%* 652%%* -
6. PSC .509%* A410%* 392%%* 315%* -

4.3 Regression

The author administered a stepwise multiple regression to ascertain the scales contributing to the learning
motivation of the Saudi cadets by predicting the cadets’ ILE. Then, the normality and multicollinearity
assumptions were tested for violation. Most of the statistical references, such as Pallant (2010) and Tabachnick
and Fidell (2007), agree that multicollinearity exists when the value of the bivariate between the scales is 0.7 or
above, which the values did not show.

The model of the best predictors for the Saudi cadets’ ILE explains 48% of the variance in their intended effort.
In the field of L2 motivation research, such a value is exceptionally high (see the literature review). The model
revealed that the three constructs of the Motivational Self System made a significant contribution to predicting
the students’ ILE. The strongest predictor was the LLA, followed by the IL2S and the OL2S. The model
revealed that neither the VS nor the PSC made a significant contribution to the students’ L2 motivation. See
Table 5 for details.

To determine the scales that contributed to the students’ VK, stepwise multiple regression analysis was
conducted based on the participants’ VS. The regression model explained 26% of the variance in the latter. The
model showed that the PSC alone made a significant contribution to predicting the students’ VS. See Table 6 for
details.

Finally, a stepwise multiple regression analysis was used with the PSC as the dependent variable to ascertain the
scales that contributed to the students’ perception of their L2 competence. The regression model explained 34%
of the variance in said perception. The model revealed that the students’ VK as well as their positive attitudes
toward the L2 learning environment made a significant contribution to predicting this perception. See Table 7 for
details.

Table 5. Regression Model Based on ILE as the Dependent Variable

Final Model
Variable
B SEB Beta
LLA 28 .05 A44%*
IL2S .19 .06 25%
OL2S 11 .04 15
R? A48
F for change in R? 7.75%
*p<.05
Table 6. Regression Model Based on VS as the Dependent Variable
Final Model
Variable
B SEB Beta
PSC .61 .08 ST*
R? .26
F for change in R? 67.50%*
*p<.05
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Table 7. Regression Model Based on PSC as the Dependent Variable

Final Model
Variable
B SEB Beta
Vocabulary knowledge 37 .05 A4%
LLA .29 .06 29%
R? 34
F for change in R? 23.08%*

*p<.05
5. Discussion

The correlation analysis showed that the three constructs of the L2ZMSS (the IL2S, the OL2S, and the LLA) had a
strong linear relationship among them as well as with the ILE and the students’ perception of their L2
competence. The regression analysis also revealed that the three constructs of the L2MSS contributed to the
students’ ILE, which is in line with the findings of a number of studies such as Alqahtani (2017b), Algahtani
(2018b), Lamb (2012), and Kormos et al. (2011). The LLA was the best predictor of the participants’ ILE, which
coincided with the findings of a number of L2 motivation studies such as Kormos et al. (2011), Lamb (2012),
and Taguchi et al. (2009). The IL2S was a better predictor of the students’ learning effort than the OL2S, which
supported the findings of many studies such as Taguchi et al. (2009), Papi (2010), and You and Dornyei (2016).
This may suggest that the Saudi cadets had positive attitudes toward their L2 learning environment based on
their realization of the importance of English to their future either at the academy (to pass English exams and
graduate) or abroad (for further studies after graduation), which may have helped them create a vision of
themselves as future successful English users.

The correlation analysis showed a moderate linear relationship between the Saudi students’ VS and aspects of
their L2 motivation (the IL2S, the LLA, and the ILE). These results are in line with the findings of Fontecha and
Gallego (2012), who found a significant linear correlation between their Spanish EFL learners and their VS.
Nevertheless, the regression analysis revealed that none of the motivational scales was a predictor of the
students’ VS. This coincides with the findings of a number of studies such as Fontecha (2014) in Spain and
Albodakh and Cinkara (2017) in Iraq, who found no relationships between the students’ L2 motivation and their
VS. It is worth mentioning that the regression analysis also revealed that the predictor of the students” VS was
their perception of their competence in L2. Therefore, in an attempt to justify the ambivalent findings regarding
the relationship between the students’ VS and their L2 motivation, the author administered another regression
analysis with the students’ perception of their L2 competence as the dependent variable. The results showed that
besides the VS, the students’ positive attitudes toward the learning environment were also a predictor of their
perception of their competence in L2. This may suggest that when the students had a good VS, this might have
helped them perceive themselves as competent in L2, which in turn helped them have positive attitudes toward
their L2 learning environment and invest more effort in their L2 learning process.

Finally, the correlation analysis revealed a linear relationship between the students’ perception of being
competent in L2 and aspects of their L2 motivation (the IL2S, the LLA, and the ILE). Such findings are in line
with a number of L2 motivation studies such as Alqahtani (2018b) and Papi (2010). Furthermore, the regression
analysis also showed that the LLA was one of the best predictors of the students’ self-perception as competent
English users. This supports the findings of a number of studies, such as Taguchi et al. (2009) and Papi (2010).
This suggests that when the L2 learners perceived themselves as competent L2 users, this might have helped
them develop positive attitudes toward their immediate learning environment as they began to see themselves as
future successful L2 users, which in turn spurred them to put more effort into their L2 learning.

6. Conclusion

This study addressed the relationship between L2 motivation and the VK of Saudi cadets in a military academy.
The author used the L2ZMSS to investigate the cadets’ L2 motivation and the VS test to assess their VK. First, the
relationship between the three constructs of the L2MSS and the students’ ILE was investigated, and both the
correlation analysis and the regression analysis showed a statistically significant correlation among the three
components of the L2MSS as well as the ILE. Second, the correlation analysis revealed a moderate statistical
correlation between the Saudi students’ L2 motivation and their VS in that a number of aspects of their L2
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motivation (the IL2S, the LLA, and the ILE) statistically correlated with their VS. Third, the correlation analysis
and the regression analysis showed a statistically significant correlation between the students’ perception of
themselves as competent L2 users and their L2 motivation. Fourth, the correlation analysis and the regression
analysis also revealed a statistically significant correlation between the Saudi cadets’ self-perception as
competent English users and their VS.

A major limitation of the study was the population because the sample was restricted to male Saudi military
cadets given that females are not allowed to join the academy. This means that the generalizability of the
findings to the wider Saudi community of L2 learners is limited. Therefore, conducting a similar study in a
different learning context with a more balanced mixture of female and male L2 learners is likely to reveal
different results.
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