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Abstract 
Malaysians have long realised the importance of being competent in English as one of the success factors in 
attaining their future goals. However, English is taught as a second language in Malaysia, and it is not easy to 
teach under such a foreign context, because authentic input may not exist beyond the classroom, especially in 
Chinese private schools. In this scenario, English is learnt as a subject with 10 sessions per week, which is 
considered insufficient for students to master the language effectively. Past research highlights the significance 
of motivation in English language acquisition. Motivated students tend to put in more effort in their academic 
endeavours by showing more persistence in their learning process. The purpose of the study was to identify and 
analyse whether instrumental or integrative motivation plays a more important role in promoting Form Four ESL 
students’ English language learning. Furthermore, examine the areas of problems that affect ESL students’ 
motivation towards English language learning. This study was a qualitative case study that used focus group 
interviews to elicit data from 12 students in a secondary school in Penang. The findings of this research indicate 
that students are more instrumentally motivated than integratively motivated in ESL learning. Instrumental 
motivation is found to have a greater impact on students’ English language learning. This research also 
highlights that vocabulary and grammar are the biggest areas of problems that are encountered by students 
during their ESL learning process, which further influence their speaking and writing skills. 

Keywords: integrative motivation, instrumental motivation, English language learning, Chinese school, ESL 
Students 

1. Introduction 
English is a global language (David, 2003) that is used internationally for cooperation and communication. It is 
also the second official language in Malaysia other than Bahasa Malaysia. Malaysians have realised the 
importance of being competent in English as one of the success factors in their future goals or carrier. Moreover, 
students can improve their English competency through motivation, which include integrative and instrumental 
motivation (Thang, 2004). The term motivation is derived from the Latin word “movere”, which carries the 
meaning “to move”. Some scholars (Huitt, 2001; Kleinginna, 1981) defined it as the factor that energises and 
provides direction to certain behaviors. It also give explanations to why people do something, how long they will 
do it and how much effort they will put in to pursue a goal.  

Motivation plays a significant role in language learning success (Gardner, 1985), especially where English is 
taught as a second language in Malaysia. It is difficult for students to master the language, as authentic language 
input may not exist beyond the classroom. Under such circumstances, the learning motivation of student is 
particularly important towards the mastering of English language. The relationship between learning and 
motivation is inseparable, motivation can promote learning and learning can produce motivation again (Ausubel, 
1968).  

On the basic of such inference, students’ motivation towards English language learning might, in some degree, 
determine or influence their learning results. Learner’s enthusiasm, commitment and persistence are the key 
factors that decide the success or failure of language learning (Dornyei, 2002). Students with strong motivation 
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often obtain excellent achievement, while students without motivation are those who always give up easily and 
this could be due to the factor that motivated students are more eager and willing to devote their time to language 
learning.  

Since motivation is an indispensable factor in second language acquisition, many studies had been carried out in 
this domain (Lei, 2012; Chunmei, 2013; Zhigang, 1993). Some of these studies encompass various levels of 
motivation, types of motivation, factors that affect motivation and other related variables. By understanding the 
psychological theory and process in motivating students learning thoroughly, only then, a teacher or educator can 
stimulate students’ motivation, encourage and enhance students’ English learning. Hence, this study focused on 
providing information for determining the extent and types of motivation, such as integrative or instrumental, in 
English language learning.  

1.1 Background of the Study 

Malaysia is a former British colony and English language has been used long before her independence. English 
became more important when the government of Malaysia had planned to develop the country into a fully 
industrialised nation by the year 2020. However, English has always been taught as a second language in 
Malaysia’s education system, under the supervision of the Ministry of Education. Bahasa Malaysia is the main 
medium used in the primary and secondary school curriculum (both national and national-type schools), where 
English language can only be learnt through the English subject. The same goes to Chinese private schools, 
where Chinese language is the main medium in all the teaching instruction and curriculum, except the language 
class of Bahasa Malaysia and English. Students in these schools learn Bahasa Malaysia and English language as 
a subject (Saran, 2005). 

An English teacher from a Chinese private school in Penang pointed out that students study English language 
with a schedule of 10 sessions per week where two (2) sessions are allocated daily with a duration of thirty five 
(35) minutes for each. Other than that, students are not exposed to the English language which means that a 
student only learns English language for 1 hour and 10 minutes per day. It was also highlighted that teachers are 
given the prerogative to use Mandarin to explain certain vocabularies or hold discussions during the class. As a 
result, some of the students do not fully understand when the teacher elaborates in English.  

Thus, after a comparatively short duration of English lessons, students have to strengthen their learning at home, 
otherwise, they might have difficulties in mastering the language effectively, and their eagerness of using 
English in class might also be lacking. As such, it is important to determine the types of motivation that can 
promote Form Four Chinese students learning of English and the challenges that they are confronted with in 
daily classes. In Malaysia, the Form 4 level is also known as the 10th grade in other countries such as Australia, 
Canada and United States. The students at this level are 16 years old, and it is their fourth year in their secondary 
school. 

1.2 Objectives of the Study 

The aim of this study was to identify and analyse whether instrumental or integrative motivation plays a more 
important role in promoting Form four ESL students towards English language learning. Furthermore, to 
examine the areas of problems that affect ESL students’ motivation toward English language learning. 

1.3 Research Questions 

This research study is conducted to investigate form four private Chinese school ESL students in Penang, with 
the objective of finding the answer for the following questions: 

1) Are ESL students integratively or instrumentally motivated towards English language learning? 

2) What are the areas of problems that affect ESL students’ motivation towards English language learning?  

1.4 Significance of the Study 

The significance of this study was to gather information and outcomes that are beneficial to teachers or educators 
who teach at Chinese secondary schools, by highlighting to on the types of motivation and challenges faced by 
students towards English language learning. The findings will also assist teachers to make improvement in the 
teaching plans and instructions, thus designing more suitable approaches in teaching the English language. 
Furthermore, the findings of this study will be of significance to researchers, ESL/EFL teachers and learners, and 
course designers too.  
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1.5 Limitation of the Study 

This study may has some limitation. Firstly, it is a small scale case study that covers only Penang area, with all 
participants coming from the same secondary Chinese school. As such the results obtained could not be 
generalised, as the sample size selected could not exemplify the entire populations at large. Secondly, this study 
is also restricted to investigating students’ instrumental and integrative motivation towards English language 
learning only, others variables like student’s family background, number of language spoken, academic 
achievement and learning environments were not catered or accounted for in this study. Lastly, there may be 
possible biases in the data collection and interpretation, due to subjectivity and cultural background of the 
researcher. However, these study’s findings will still be valuable to those English teachers teaching in Chinese 
secondary school context. It will give the teachers an idea about which types of motivation promote students the 
most in English language learning, as well as insight of motivation from students’ perspective and challenges 
faced. With these findings, English teachers can improve their instructions, by incorporating these motivational 
factors into their teaching plans, and help the students in mastering English language more efficiently.  

2. Literature Review 
2.1 Definitions of Motivation 

Motivation is a complicated psychological process that cannot be precisely defined. It is often related to an 
internal need and behavior that push people towards gaining their goals (Melendy, 2008). Based on this 
statement, it explains why some employees and children perform better and are more efficient in their jobs or 
homework, paying more attention and persistency, while others are not. This variable is also crucial in any 
learning process, including English language learning (Angelica, 2011). As such, how do we define the term 
“Motivation”, so that we may have a clearer understanding? 

Kea (2008) describes motivation as a result of conscious and unconscious factors that stimulate and energise 
people in continually doing something to attain a preset goal. Such factors can be viewed from the perspective of 
internal and external aspects like, intensity of desire, reward of achieving the goal and expectations from others. 

Motivation is related to a person’s behaviors that include decision making of doing something, duration of doing 
it and how much effort will they put in it (Dornyei, 2001). Some view it as an internal drive that stimulates a 
person to perform certain action. If we have a specific goal that we desire, feel worth of doing it and try hard to 
reach the goal, then we can define these endeavors as action driven by motivation (Harmer, 1991). Williams and 
Burden (1997) defined motivation as a particular condition of cognitive and emotion arousal, which relate to 
conscious decision making and action, sustainability of physical effort through a period of time towards a preset 
goal.  

Motivation is a process that cannot be observed directly, but can be inferred by behaviors, such as effort, 
persistence and verbalisation. It involves goals that drive the direction and action, physical or mental activity that 
guide towards attaining goals. To put it in short, motivation is a process whereby goal-directed activity is 
sustained (Pintrich, 1996). There are two types of language learning motivation, which is instrumental 
motivation and integrative motivation (Gardner & Lambert, 1972). Learners with an instrumental motivation 
want to learn a language because of a practical reason such as getting a job promotion or getting into university. 
Whereas, learners with integrative motivation want to learn the language so that they can better understand and 
get to know the people who speak that language.  

2.2 The Theory of Motivation 

Many theories regarding motivation have been developed throughout the years, such as Theory of Expectancy 
value, Theory of Achievement motivation, and Theory of Attribution. Weiner (1994) suggested the Theory of 
Social motivation; he believed that most of the human motivation comes from the social cultural context, instead 
of an individual. Another scholar, Covington (1998) proposed the Theory of Self-worth, which explains people 
are highly motivated to behave in ways to protect and secure their personal value and worth. They will try 
everything to save their own face. Atkinson and Rayor (1974) claimed that，achievement motivation is the result 
of expectancy for success and fear of failure, in their Theory of Achievement motivation. 

Deci and Ryan (1985) describe in their Theory of Self-determination that, a person’s motivation can be 
influenced or initiated by intrinsic and extrinsic factors, which they refer to, as self-determined and controlled 
forms of motivation. Behaviors that concern with experience of own satisfaction such as happiness and curiosity 
are classified as intrinsic motivation. On the contrary, extrinsic motivation involve behavior with the purpose of 
receiving extrinsic reward or to avoid punishment. Second language learners with instrumental motivation learn 
a language with a more utilitarian purpose, such as applying for a well-paid job or achieving higher social status. 
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On the other hand, integrative motivation learners learn a second language propelled by their positive manners 
towards the target language group and desire to integrate into the target language community (Wong, 2011) 

Gardner and Lambert's (1972) theory of motivation focused on two important motivational constructs; 
integrative and instrumental motivation. The purpose of the study was to discover the relationship between these 
two motivational constructs and second language learning success. The learners’ attitude towards second 
language learning was measured and defined as integrative and instrumental motivation in a dichotomy model, 
and Gardner and Lambert discussed how they accounted for the learning proficiency. Gardner and Lambert's 
idea of integrative and instrumental motivation in relation to learning a second language has been widely 
accepted in the field of ESL studies.  

2.3 Conceptual Framework of the Study 

Figure 1 below shows the entire concept of this research, which focuses on instrumental and integrative 
motivation. Focus group discussion, with preset questions regarding these two types of motivation will be asked 
to participants. Ultimately, results or feedback of all participants will be compared and analysed for finding out 
which type of motivation is predominant in the second language learning process. 

 

 
Figure 1. Conceptual framework of the research 

 
2.4 The importance of Motivation in Second Language Learning 

Oxford and Shearin (1994) mentioned that motivation is crucial to second language learning, because it provides 
the primary drives to initiate the learning process and persistency through mastering the language. Once the 
learning motivation is stimulated, students will enter into a stage of active learning, express positive attitude 
towards learning the language, and continue to focus their attention on mastering the knowledge.  

Chunmei Long, Zhu Ming and Liping Chen (2013) also claimed that, it is difficult for anybody to achieve a 
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long-term goal of language learning without motivation. Motivation and learning achievement are mutually 
connected; high motivation might lead to successful learning of the language and successful learning 
achievement conversely will promote high motivation in the learning process. In this vein, motivation plays an 
important role in second language acquisition, including English. It refers to an individual’s desire to learn a 
specific language and students’ positive attitudes toward learning it (Dornyei, 1994). 

Since motivation is one of the stronger driving forces in language learning success, what might be the reasons or 
factors that give rise to it? According to Ely (1986), motivation is determined by a set of orientations and 
orientation represents different reasons for learning a language. Some of these orientations are learners’ internal 
factors, such as interest or desire to succeed. External factors, include the context of learning, reward and peer 
pressure.  

2.5 Types of Motivation 

Gardner (1985) and Krashen (1988) categorised the learner’s orientation or factors of motivation in second 
language learning into two types, which is integrative motivation and instrumental motivation. Both types of 
motivation affect the success of second language acquisition from different perspectives.  

Integrative motivation as defined by Brown’s (1994) is where learners have the desire to integrate into the target 
language community, culture and become part of that society. Learners learn the second language because they 
wish to socialise or participate in the target language group (Saville, 2006). Masgoret and Gardner (2003) 
classified integratively motivated learners as being open to other language communities, plus having positive and 
favorable attitudes throughout the learning process. Furthermore, integratively motivated learners tend to have 
more persistence in their learning, especially when they encounter challenges or difficult tasks. This is because 
they have internalised their motive of learning into their self-value system, which explain why integratively 
motivated learners put more effort into their learning and obtain greater achievements in second language 
acquisition (Wang, 2008).  

Gardner et al. (1983) defined instrumental motivation as “Learning for perceived utility”. Learners of such type 
learn another language with the purpose of some pragmatic gains, instead of social implication with the target 
language community (Gardner, 2010). These instrumental goals might increase the social status or self image, 
better careers and business opportunities, to further study or meet the requirements of school, reading technical 
materials or translation, etcetera (Saville, 2006). Instrumentally motivated learners perform mainly for the 
attainment of external rewards, such as appraisal, personal fulfillment, status or power. Hence, it can be 
considered that instrumentally motivated learners’ desire to learn the second language is aligned to accomplish 
some non-interpersonal purposes. 

Gardner (1985) suggested that integrative motivation supersedes instrumental motivation, because integrative 
motivation involves attitudinal factors and goal orientated behaviors, which are important to second language 
learning process.  

However, Dornyei (2001) refuted that integrative and instrumental motivation are not on the opposite aspect, it is 
more like two sides of a coin. Both of them are positively related and contribute to the achievement of language 
learning. Wan-er (2008) also claimed that, when instrumental motivation and integrative motivation are used 
together in a language study, it creates more positive results for the learners.  

2.6 Related Research 

Zhao (2012) had conducted a study to investigate the basic motivation types of 124 Chinese students who were 
learning English as second language in a local college in China. The findings indicated that these students were 
more instrumentally motivated than integratively motivated. This was due to students’ limited opportunities to 
communicate with the target native group or foreigners, which might be the reason why learning English through 
integrative motivation was difficult. 

Zhao’s findings were supported by Chunmei Long et al’s (2013) study, which related to a case study on 45 
junior-middle school students in Gejiu, China. Questionnaires were distributed to these students in order to 
investigate their learning motivation on English language. The results indicated that most of the students 
understood that, motivation is the key factor to get good grades in examinations; they also have a clear study 
motivation. Furthermore, most of the motivation was instrumental; however, students’ learning motivation level 
towards English was not high. 

Wang (1993) did an investigation in Hong Kong among 45 ESL students in order to find out factors that affect 
Chinese ESL learner’s acquisition. When students were probed if they were integratively motivated in their 
language learning, only 9 of them gave a positive response while the rest were instrumental orientated. Most of 
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them learn English with the purpose of obtaining good jobs in the future, to make more income or to improve 
their social status. However, Wang also found that those instrumentally motivated students could not commit 
their time and energy to their learning, and had the tendency to give up more easily or became frustrated when 
they were encountered with difficulties in their learning compared to integratively motivated students. 

Muftah and Rafik-Galea (2013) also conducted a study regarding language learning motivation among 
Malaysian Pre-University students. 182 non-English major students were selected to fill a questionnaire 
reflecting their attitudes and motivation towards learning English. The findings indicated that the motivation 
level of these students was high and more instrumentally motivated but, their integrativeness was also high. The 
explanation to such phenomena might be, students were trying to preserve their identity, fearing that integrative 
motivation to the target language or community could negatively affect their own culture or language. 

Wimolmas (2012) conducted a survey study to 30 first-year undergraduate students at an international institute in 
Thailand, by using Gardner’s Attitude/Motivation Test Battery (AMTB). The results showed that students were 
highly motivated to learn English in both instrumental and integrative aspects. In fact, it had discovered that 
students were slightly more “instrumentally” motivated. 

Kitjaroonchai and Kitjaroonchai (2012) in Thailand also carried out a study using Gardner’s AMTB on 137 
English major Thai students. It showed similar findings to the above research, which indicated high level of 
motivation in both integrative and instrumental aspects. Furthermore, the proportion of instrumental motivation 
was found slightly higher than the integrative motivation. The investigation also revealed that, both types of 
motivation contributed to students’ academic achievement and the process of English language learning. From 
the above mention studies, we can notice that instrumental motivation was found to be more predominating than 
integrative motivation in ESL learning.  

However, Engin (2009) conducted a study in Turkey, among a group of 44 students, regarding the types of 
motivation students need for learning a foreign language successfully. The results indicated that “integrative 
motivation” was more effective than “instrumental motivation” for second language learning success. This was 
because instrumental motivation focuses on a pragmatic approach, whereas integrative motivation relates to 
personal desire and persistency to achieve certain goals, especially in the tedious process of second language 
learning.  

In view of all the literatures above, there is no consistent agreement or views on the superiority of one type of 
motivation over the other. This contradicts with the findings of Gardner and Lambert (1972) as it was claimed 
that integrative orientation is more superior to instrumental orientation in second language acquisition. However, 
there is a common point where both integrative and instrumental motivations are important factors to second 
language learning. The dominance of one type of motivation to another might vary among the subjects or 
contexts that are being investigated. Therefore, more research is required in this field to provide different 
perspective and reference point, so that a better understanding can be gained of student’s instrumental and 
integrative motivation and levels of motivation towards English language learning. 

Many researches and studies have been conducted regarding the influences of different type motivation towards 
ESL students learning. However, no research to date, have looked into the influence of both instrumental and 
integrative motivation among Form 4 students, in a Chinese private school in Penang. Thus, there is a need to 
carry out this study in order to identify which type of motivation promotes greater ESL learning among the Form 
4 students.  

3. Research Methodology  
3.1 Research Design and Procedures 

From the literature review above, many studies had been carried out to investigate the relationship between 
motivation and second language learning achievement. Most of the methods used in the research were 
quantitative in nature. This study used a qualitative method, specifically a case study in order to provide greater 
insights and deeper thoughts of the students, regarding motivation, from their point of view.  

Focus group discussions were administered in this research. Three (3) focus group discussions at a selected 
Chinese school in the Penang region were conducted. Each group discussion consisted of four (4) participants. 
So, this adds up to a total of twelve (12) participants. Instead of doing only one (1) group, three (3) group 
discussions were conducted with the intention of validation and comparison of data for locating and finding any 
similar patterns, and points among these participants. The researcher had written to the principal of the selected 
school prior to the research. The purpose of the study was stated in the letter and the principal was reassured that 
all personal information of students, will be confidential. The consent of all participants was obtained. All focus 
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group discussion sessions were conducted after school.  

3.2 The Samples 

The samples for this study consisted of twelve (12) participants who were aged 16 and were Form 4 students. 
Each group comprised of four (4) students who were selected randomly by their English teacher; two boys and 
two girls in a group. The selected subjects were from the same class, taught by the same English teacher, using 
the same textbooks or materials. The reason for this criteria is to minimise any uncertain factors that will 
interfere with the results of the study. It will also facilitate easier comparison while these students were 
considered to be of equal ability or from the same background and conditions. All participants were encouraged 
to communicate freely and honestly, as their personal data will be kept confidential, including the personal 
details of their English teacher and school. 

3.3 Research Instrument 

The research instrument used in this study is focus group discussions. It is an approach that encourages yielding 
information from a group of people in regards to their opinion and perceptions regarding a certain topic 
(Marshall, 2010). This method includes discussions related to the research questions. Feedback from the 
participants were recorded and analysed.  

The instrument used in this study comprised of 12 open-ended questions. These questions were based on 
Ratanawalee Wimolmas’s (2012) previous research, which was adapted from Gardner’s Attitude / Motivation 
Test Battery, (AMI). The researcher adapted the questions to suit current study’s needs. These questions were 
divided into three (3) main parts as follows (Appendix 1): 

Part I: General information of students – gender and age, plus a general question.  

Part II: Students motivation related to integrative or instrumental motivation types. Question numbers 1, 3,5,7,9 
are instrumental motivational items, whereas question numbers 2, 4, 6, 8, 10 are integrative motivational items. 

Part III: Students’ perception of language learning difficulties or area of problems (writing, reading, listening and 
speaking, etc) which could affect their learning motivation. 

These questions will be asked in bilingual, which is English and Chinese, due to some of the students in Chinese 
school might not correctly perceive the questions in English. The researcher will supervise closely to make sure 
that all the participants understood all the items clearly.  

3.4 Data Collection and Procedures 

Twelve (12) selected students from a Chinese school in Penang responded to twelve (12) pre-set questions in a 
format of focus group discussion. Explanation regarding the aim of this study was given to all the participants, 
which are, to find out the motivation types and areas of problems in English language learning. The researcher 
also emphasised on the privacy of this research; neither participants name nor the name of their school will be 
mentioned in the report of this research. However, they were informed too that at any point, they could stop their 
participation or choose not to answer any of the questions, if they felt uncomfortable or intimidated. The answer 
from all participants were recorded in notes accordingly. Consent from the school and parents had been obtained, 
no video or audio records are allowed as agreed with the principal. 

Focus group discussion was chosen as data collection method for this study, because this technique saves a lot of 
time compared to the one to one interview. Furthermore, it prevents the possibility of gathering repetitive 
information, and participants can clarify their views or even raise a question to each other’s responses, which 
will facilitate better insights. 

3.5 Data Analysis 

The Qualitative Data Analysis (QDA) was used to convert the qualitative data into some form of explanation or 
interpretation, by describing was found and then code them into themes (Taylor & Gibbs, 2010). Seidel (1998) 
had developed a model to illustrate the process of qualitative data analysis, which is shown in the diagram 
below: 
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Figure 2. Qualitative data analysis process (Seidel, 1998) 

 

There are three (3) main parts in this model, which is Noticing, Collecting and Thinking about things, they are 
interlinked and cyclical. While think about things, we might notice further things and collect them, just like 
solving a puzzle. In the process of QDA analysis, codes were assigned to the collected data according to topic or 
theme. This labeling will then act as sorting and collecting devices, enabling the researcher to quickly put 
together all the texts and data that are associated to specific themes or ideas. As such, the data was written down, 
organised and categorised according to different themes.  

4. Findings 

4.1 Introduction 

Focus group discussions were used as the data collection method to examine ESL students’ motivation towards 
English language learning. These discussions were conducted in a private Chinese school in Penang, which 
involved three (3) groups of 4 students, and it totaled up to twelve (12) students from the same class. Each 
discussion was conducted after school hours with the duration between 40 minutes to one hour, within the school 
premises for safety measurement. All feedback from the participants was being noted down by the researcher. 
Based on the agreement with the school principal, the identity of all participants (names, gender or ethnicity) 
would be kept confidential for ethical consideration. They were labeled by using alphabets and numbers to 
indicate their group number and sequence. For example, GD1-A refers to the first student in the first group 
discussion. These raw data were categorised into themes according to the grounded theory and enabled the 
researcher to find the answers to the research questions.  

4.2 Results of ESL Students’ Motivation towards English Language Learning 

4.2.1 Motivation Level of the Students towards Learning ESL 

In the focus group discussion, each group was asked eleven (11) semi – structured questions that related to two 
types of motivation, which were integrative and instrumental motivation respectively. The tables below indicate 
the feedbacks recorded from the participants. These data were analysed and compared according to their 
motivation types. 

 

Table 1. General Q: Why do you learn English? 

No. Responses of Participants Type of Motivation 

GD1-A 
Because it is an international language, so it is important for us to learn 
it. 

Instrumental 

GD1-B 
Because it is use widely in Malaysia, I can get better job and pass the 
interview. 

Instrumental 

GD1-C 
My parent told me since childhood, learning English can have bright 
future. 

Instrumental 

GD1-D Because it is important and I want my future better. Instrumental 

GD2-A 
English is a beautiful language, it is quite easy to learn and I like it. I 
can communicate and make friend from around the world.  

Integrative 

GD2-B 
I want to study at university in the future and English is the main 
medium use to communicate. 

Instrumental 

GD2-C Because it makes me look more knowledgeable and people will respect Instrumental 
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me.  

GD2-D 
I want to live in western country in the future, because I like their 
culture. I have some friend living there too. 

Integrative 

GD3-A 
I like English because I always score high mark in this subject and 
make me feel more confident.  

Instrumental 

GD3-B 
Because English is a school subject, I will get scold by my parents if I 
fail the test. 

Instrumental 

GD3-C 
Because English is a useful language that can be used all around the 
world. 

Instrumental 

GD3-D 
Because I want to study overseas, they all speak English there, so I have 
to learn it. 

Instrumental 

 

From the above feedback, approximately 83% of the students were instrumentally motivated and only 17% were 
integratively motivated in learning English as second language.  

Below are the results of semi – structured designed questions that were posted to the students during the focus 
group discussion. Questions 1, 3, 5, 7, 9 are instrumental motivational items, whereas question 2, 4, 6, 8, 10 are 
integrative motivational items. 

 

Table 2. Q1: Do you think being proficient in English can lead to more success and achievements in life? Why? 
(Instrumental) 

No. Responses of Participants Instrumental 

GD1-A Yes, because I can have more option in finding job. Affirmative 

GD1-B 
Yes, because I can find job easily and communicate with foreigner 
when go travel. 

Affirmative 

GD1-C Yes, because it can help me graduate from the University. Affirmative 

GD1-D 
Yes, because everybody speak English in big company, so it is 
important to our career. 

Affirmative 

GD2-A 
Yes, it can help us in many ways, including communicating with people 
in other country while on study or working. 

Affirmative 

GD2-B 
Yes, we can study and work in more develop country and have more 
opportunity. 

Affirmative 

GD2-C Yes, because we can find a better job. Affirmative 

GD2-D Yes, because I can communicate with other country people Affirmative 

GD3-A Yes, it will bring us more work opportunity. Affirmative 

GD3-B 
Yes, because it is an international language, many things are related and 
convey in English. 

Affirmative 

GD3-C 
Yes, because it can help us to resolve most of the trouble, we can get 
many updated information online.  

Affirmative 

GD3-D 
Yes, because it is the common language that use in business activity 
worldwide. 

Affirmative 

 

From the above feedback 100% of the students agreed that by mastering English language at a proficiency level, 
it will help them to be successful and achieve more in life. 
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Table 3. Q2: Do you think learning English will help you to be an open minded and sociable person like native 
speakers? Why? (Integrative) 

No. Responses of Participants Integrative 

GD1-A 
Yes, I will be more confidence of myself and have courage to speak to 
others. 

Affirmative 

GD1-B Maybe, it is up to that person, I think. Negative 

GD1-C Yes, because western people culture is more open minded than us. Affirmative 

GD1-D 
No, it depends on the characteristic of that person, not the language he 
speaks.  

Negative 

GD2-A 
Yes, because I get to learn their point of view and be more expressive 
like English speaking people.  

Affirmative 

GD2-B 
No, because it is about your attitude and communication skills, have 
nothing to do with learning English. 

Negative 

GD2-C 
No, because we are in Malaysia, we do not have the environment of 
western country.  

Negative 

GD2-D 
Yes, because I can make friend from all over the world through internet 
and learn their culture. 

Affirmative 

GD3-A 
No, because I seldom have the opportunity to chat with any foreigner or 
people that speak English. 

Negative 

GD3-B 
No, it is the way they are being educated, not like the way in our country, 
so is not about the language. 

Negative 

GD3-C 
No, I don’t think so. Does this mean if a foreigner learn Chinese, then he 
will become more conservative? 

Negative 

GD3-D No, because it is about your knowledge and how many people you meet. Negative 

 

Table 3 highlighted that a smaller proportion of approximately 30% of the students agree that learning English 
will make them more open minded and sociable, while the other 70% disagreed. Some of the students conveyed 
that it was about individual personality, attitude, the environment they live in and the education they received but 
it had nothing to do with the language. 

 

Table 4. Q3: Do you think learning English will make you knowledgeable and skillful ? Why? (Instrumental) 

No. Responses of Participants Instrumental 

GD1-A Yes, because I can read all the skill that only available in English. Affirmative 

GD1-B 
Yes, I can watch English news and Youtube video that Asia channel do 
not have.  

Affirmative 

GD1-C 
Yes, because I can read more knowledge about something in the 
internet, where most of them are written in English. 

Affirmative 

GD1-D No, I think it is the attitude, not language. Negative 

GD2-A 
No, you become knowledgeable if you learn a lot and skillful if you 
practice more, not by just learning a language.  

Negative 

GD2-B 
Yes, I can ask people from other country about their latest technology 
and knowledge or problem I cannot solve. 

Affirmative 

GD2-C Yes, because I can communicate with them easily.  Affirmative 

GD2-D Yes, because it will help me in my study and work in future. Affirmative 

GD3-A 
No, you will have to be willing to learn and practice to become 
knowledgeable and skillful. 

Negative 
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GD3-B 
Yes, because we can find many source or latest research report on the 
internet which is written in English only. 

Affirmative 

GD3-C 
Yes, because many books regarding advance technology and methods 
are written in English. 

Affirmative 

GD3-D 
Yes, you can read a lot more other than Chinese books, which will 
widen our point of view, become knowledgeable. 

Affirmative 

 

75% of the students agreed that learning English will make them more knowledgeable and skillful, because they 
can read more and obtain resources that are only available in English. Meanwhile the other 25% disagreed as 
they think that it is about one’s attitude and how much one reads or practices the language.  

 

Table 5. Q4: Do you think learning English will enable you to appreciate English arts and literature? Why? 
(Integrative) 

No. Responses of Participants Integrative 

GD1-A Yes, because we can understand English more deeply. Affirmative 

GD1-B 
Yes, I think can, because we can learn about their history and culture or 
resources. 

Affirmative 

GD1-C Maybe, I am not sure, because I am not use to English literature. Negative 

GD1-D 
No, I just want to learn the language, no interest in the literature, 
sometime it is boring.  

Negative 

GD2-A 
Yes, because I can learn more vocabulary or difficult word that is used 
in the literature.  

Affirmative 

GD2-B No, because I have no interest in it, difficult to understand. Negative 

GD2-C No, I study it just to pass the subject.  Negative 

GD2-D Yes, I love reading English story or novel. Affirmative 

GD3-A 
No, I don’t like English literature, because I don’t understand what it is 
talking about. 

Negative 

GD3-B No, I am Chinese, I don’t like western culture. Negative 

GD3-C 
No, I didn’t see any relation between learning English and appreciate 
English literature and arts. 

Negative 

GD3-D No, because I always get low mark at the literature part, I don’t like it. Negative 

 

From the above feedback, only approximately 30% of the students agreed that learning English will enable them 
to appreciate English arts and literature, by understanding English history and culture. Furthermore, improve 
their vocabulary. On the other hand , 70% of students disagreed, because they think English literature is difficult, 
boring and basically, lack interest.  

 

Table 6. Q5: Do you think learning English will make other people respect you? Why? (Instrumental) 

No. Responses of Participants Instrumental 

GD1-A Yes, people will think you are more educated. Affirmative 

GD1-B No, some who don’t know English also respected by others. Negative 

GD1-C Yes, it makes you look more knowledgeable. Affirmative 

GD1-D No, everyone can learn English, nothing special. Negative 

GD2-A 
No, people respect you because of your behavior and attitude, not 
because you know English.  

Negative 

GD2-B No, this has nothing to do with learning English, we must respect others Negative 
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first if we want to gain their respect. 

GD2-C 
Yes, because you know one more language that others might not know 
or efficient in. 

Affirmative 

GD2-D 
No, if a person who speak good English but have bad moral, people 
will also not respect him. 

Negative 

GD3-A 
Yes, cause many official speeches are delivered in English, if can’t 
speak in English; others might look down on you.  

Affirmative 

GD3-B 
Yes, people who speak English sound more knowledgeable and more 
educated. 

Affirmative 

GD3-C 
No, I think learning English and make other people respect you is two 
different matters. 

Negative 

GD3-D 
No, because we respect people of his/her good characteristic, not 
because of what language he/her spoken. 

Negative 

 

From the findings from Table 6, approximately 42% of the students agreed that learning English will earn respect 
from others, because it makes them sound more knowledgeable and educated. While the other 58% of the 
students disagreed, because they think respect is earned by good behavior and personal characteristics and not by 
learning a language. 

 

Table 7. Q6: Do you think learning English will enable you to participate freely in academic, social, and 
professional activities among other cultural groups? Why? (Integrative) 

No. Responses of Participants Integrative 

GD1-A 
Yes, because English is international language, we can use it to 
communicate with other country people. 

Affirmative 

GD1-B 
Yes, because you can understand what other people said and express 
our thought and ideas. 

Affirmative 

GD1-C 
Yes, because I can communicate more easily, express myself more 
freely. 

Affirmative 

GD1-D Yes, because it is a common language to everyone on the earth. Affirmative 

GD2-A 
Yes, because English is the main stream language that used worldwide 
for communication.  

Affirmative 

GD2-B 
I am not sure, because my English proficiency is not very good; I am 
shy to speak to them. 

Negative 

GD2-C Yes, I can communicate with them more confidently.  Affirmative 

GD2-D Yes, because they can understand what I want to say. Affirmative 

GD3-A Yes, because English is the international language.  Affirmative 

GD3-B 
Not quite, you still need academic or professional knowledge, so that 
you can socialize with them freely. 

Negative 

GD3-C Yes, I can make friend with them more easily. Affirmative 

GD3-D 
Yes, because it is the common language that many people use to 
communicate with each others. 

Affirmative 

 

From the above feedback, it is evident that 83% of the students agreed that learning English will enable them to 
participate more freely with other cultural groups. The remaining 17% of the students disagreed, because some 
of them are shy and do not have the specific knowledge. 
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Table 8. Q7: Do you think learning English will earn you a better job in the future? Why? (Instrumental) 

No. Responses of Participants Instrumental 

GD1-A Yes, I can have more opportunity to work in international company. Affirmative 

GD1-B 
Yes, we need English to communicate with different kind of customers 
that didn’t speak our mother tongue.  

Affirmative 

GD1-C Yes, because it is a basic requirement in Malaysia. Affirmative 

GD1-D 
Yes, because it is very important. Most company requires you to be able 
to read and speak English. 

Affirmative 

GD2-A 
Yes, a lot of company conduct interview using English, if we cannot 
speak fluently, then we are less competitive.  

Affirmative 

GD2-B 
Yes, it is a must in this multi races country; we need English to 
communicate to the customer.  

Affirmative 

GD2-C 
Yes, you will have advantages compare to those who didn’t know 
English, more choice, more opportunity.  

Affirmative 

GD2-D 
Yes, because if we know English, we can work in an international 
company. 

Affirmative 

GD3-A 
Maybe, because not all company need people that know English. Got 
many big companies in China too, Chinese also very important.  

Negative 

GD3-B Yes, because you chances of being hired is higher. Affirmative 

GD3-C Yes, It is a must in Malaysia.  Affirmative 

GD3-D 
Yes, because it will be difficult to find quality job, if we do not know 
English. 

Affirmative 

 

Based on Table 8, approximately 92% of the students agreed that learning English will earn them a better job in 
the future, such as working in an international company, get through the interview and etcetera. Only 8% of the 
students disagreed, because they think not all companies require English as Chinese is also important too. 

 

Table 9. Q8: Do you learn English so that you can understand English movies, pop music, novel and etc? Why? 
(Integrative) 

No. Responses of Participants Integrative 

GD1-A Yes, reading English is my daily habit. Affirmative 

GD1-B Yes, because I like watching English movie, it is the best! Affirmative 

GD1-C 
Yes, actually I learn English from watching English movies and 
listening English songs. 

Affirmative 

GD1-D 
No, because movie have Chinese subtitle, lyrics also got translation 
version.  

Negative 

GD2-A Yes, I like English movie and songs.  Affirmative 

GD2-B No, because I have no interest in English movies or novel. Negative 

GD2-C 
No, I normally look at the subtitle, listen to the melody only. I never 
read English novel before, because not my habit. 

Negative 

GD2-D 
Yes, because I really want to understand what they said in the movies or 
the novel. 

Affirmative 

GD3-A 
Yes, I do, because English movies are very interesting. They have the 
coolest visual effect.  

Affirmative 

GD3-B No, I learn English because it is a school subject. Just enjoy the action 
in the movie and if I don’t understand, I can look at the subtitle. I love 

Negative 
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Chinese song more than English one. 

GD3-C 
No, it is the other way around. I learn English from watching movies or 
songs, although sometime I don’t really understand what it meant, will 
look up the dictionary then. 

Negative 

GD3-D Yes, in that way I can fully enjoy the movies or novel. Affirmative 

 

Approximately 58% of the students agreed that they learn English so that they can understand English movies, 
pop music and etc. Most of them like English movies and songs; they learn English because they would like to 
understand more. As for the others, 42% of the students disagreed, because they either have no interest or they 
can read the Chinese subtitles or depend on translation for the movies and songs. 

 

Table 10. Q9: Do you read English texts like newspapers, novel and magazine, other than English text book? 
Why（Instrumental） 

No. Responses of Participants Instrumental 

GD1-A 
Yes, I’m trying to learn the grammar and vocabulary in the newspaper 
and novel, so that I can improve my English. 

Affirmative 

GD1-B Yes, I read comics, but also can learn some vocabulary. Affirmative 

GD1-C 
Yes, I read some novel, because it can help to improve my English 
writing skill. 

Affirmative 

GD1-D No, I don’t like reading English, it is difficult to understand. Negative 

GD2-A Yes, because I love English, I speak English at home too. Affirmative 

GD2-B 
No, too many English words that I don’t know, it will be difficult for 
me to read them all. 

Negative 

GD2-C 
No, I have so much homework to do; I don’t have the time to look up 
all the vocabulary in the dictionary.  

Negative 

GD2-D 
Yes, I like reading English fiction novel, it also improve my reading and 
writing skills. 

Affirmative 

GD3-A 
Yes, I do read a lot of newspaper or magazine, so that I can get high 
score in the examination. 

Affirmative 

GD3-B No, because my English is no good. Negative 

GD3-C 
No, it is too hard for me to understand, so many words that I don’t 
know. 

Negative 

GD3-D No, because I don’t like reading, I prefer watching movies or youtube. Negative 

 

From the above feedback, it is clear that 50% of the students read English texts other than their English text book, 
for the sake of hobby and some to improve their reading, writing skills or achieve certain goals. Meanwhile the 
other 50% do not read, because they admit that since their English is not good, it would be an extra burden for 
them to read so many English texts, plus they have no interest in it. 

 

Table 11. Q10: Do you learn English just for your own interest and determine to achieve maximum proficiency? 
Why? (Integrative） 

No. Responses of Participants Integrative 

GD1-A No, I learn English because it is very important. Negative 

GD1-B No, is because of study. Negative 

GD1-C No, because it is the basic requirement in most of the University. Negative 

GD1-D No, I learn English so that I can pass the subject.  Negative 
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GD2-A Yes, it is a beautiful language, I like it.  Affirmative 

GD2-B No, I learn it so that I can get a better job in the future. Negative 

GD2-C No, I am not really interested in English. Negative 

GD2-D Yes, because I enjoy learning English, it is quite interesting to me. Affirmative 

GD3-A Yes, because English make me feel more confident. Affirmative 

GD3-B No, I learn it because in the future we will need it for job interview. Negative 

GD3-C No, it is important for my study, I may not graduate if I fail the subject. Negative 

GD3-D 
No, because it is the international language, we have to learn it for a 
better future. 

Negative 

 

Table 11 reflect that only 25% of the students learn English for their own interest and are committed to achieve 
maximum proficiency. Meanwhile most of the others, which comprise of 75% of the students learn English 
because they have to and know that it is important for their studies and future endeavours. 

With reference to the above results, it was discovered that in relation to the general question, 83% of the students 
are instrumentally motivated to learn English and the remaining 17% are integratively motivated. As for Q1, 3, 5, 
7, 9, which consists of instrumental items, there were forty-three (43) affirmation responses and seventeen (17) 
negations (71.66% agree / 28.33% disagree). While for Q2, 4, 6, 8, 10 which are integrative items, there were 
twenty-eight (28) affirmation and thirty-two (32) negations (47% agree / 53% disagree). From these findings, it 
is clear that instrumental motivation seems to have more influence/impact on the students than integrative 
motivation. Thus, we can claim that instrumental motivation promotes better in relation to students’ English 
language learning process.  

4.2.2 Challenges Faced by Students towards Learning ESL 

The following question investigated the challenges or the area of problem that were encountered by the students 
during their learning process of English language. What are the factors that affect their motivation towards 
English language learning? 

 

Table 12. Q11: What are your problems (ex.writing, speaking, grammar, etc) or challenges that will affect your 
motivation toward English language learning? Why? 

No. Responses of Participants Challenges 

GD1-A 
Speaking, because I speak Mandarin in school and home, less 
opportunity to practice. 

Speaking 

GD1-B 
Grammar and writing essay, I sometime forget the formula and 
vocabulary not enough. 

Grammar / Writing / 
Vocabulary 

GD1-C 
Communicate with people; It makes me shy, because my English is 
weak. 

Speaking 

GD1-D Grammar and vocabulary, do not understand. Grammar / Vocabulary 

GD2-A 
Well, I can still improve on my vocabulary. I think it is not enough 
because there is still difficult word that I don’t know. 

Vocabulary 

GD2-B 
Writing essay is the problem, because I don’t know how to write a good 
essay, I don’t know many words. 

Writing / Vocabulary 

GD2-C 
Grammar of English is very complicated; I can’t remember all the rules. 
Many words I also don’t know the meaning. 

Grammar / Vocabulary 

GD2-D 
Speaking and grammar, I do not have much chances to speak to the 
foreigner, most of my classmate speak mandarin.  

Speaking / Grammar 

GD3-A 
Communication with stranger that speak English, because I seldom 
speak to foreigner, worry they don’t understand me. 

Speaking 

GD3-B It will be writing, I have to translate word by word in my mind. I Writing / Grammar 
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always get wrong at the grammar, especially tenses. 

GD3-C 
Speaking and writing, because I cannot find the word that I want to say 
or express. 

Speaking / Writing / 
Vocabulary 

GD3-D 
It would be grammar and vocabulary, because grammar is boring and I 
don’t read a lot. 

Grammar / Vocabulary 

 

From the above feedback, four areas of challenges were mentioned by the students, which are Speaking, Essay 
writing, Grammar and Vocabulary. Among these challenges, vocabulary was being mentioned the most; followed 
by grammar, speaking and essay writing.  

The findings highlight that majority of the students were motivated towards English language learning, but the 
level of motivation differs. Instrumental motivation seems to have more impact on the students than integrative 
motivation. Thus, this study highlights that instrumental motivation promotes students more in their English 
language learning process. Another highlight is that lack of vocabulary is the main challenge that most students 
encountered.  

5. Discussion  
The main focus of this study was to investigate ESL students’ instrumental and integrative motivation towards 
English language learning. The analysis of the data collected from students’ focus group discussions had 
provided the researcher with a clearer picture regarding the type of motivation that promotes the learning process 
the most, as well as challenges faced by the ESL students. This case study has created a guideline to alert the 
researcher that there is a need to increase the interest of students towards English language learning, so that they 
can be more integrative motivated and learn the language more effectively with a proactive attitude. Furthermore, 
provide the students with adequate resources and good learning environments or platform, in order for them to 
learn the language more effectively. 

5.1 Students’ Motivation Level 

This case study indicates that students are more instrumentally motivated than integratively motivated in the 
learning process of ESL. This finding corroborates with Wong’s (2011) study where majority of Chinese students 
only learn the language for utilitarian purposes. Most of the them learn English with the following motivation; 
passing the exam, getting a better job in the future, knowing English is important to their success and 
achievements. Warden and Lin (2000) also suggested that students are generally instrumentally motivated when 
comes to learning a second language. This can be verified from the high responses from Q1 (100%), Q3 (75%) 
and Q7 (92), which are instrumental items. 

However, the data also shows that these instrumentally motivated students do not commit much to their English 
language learning. This can be perceived from the responses based on Q9 (50%) and Q10 (25%), which is quite 
low and not satisfactory. This means that these students are aware that English is important to them; they have to 
learn it but do not put much time and effort to practice and master it. This result is in line with the findings of 
Zhigang Wang (1993), instrumentally motivated students cannot commit their time and energy to their learning 
compared to integratively motivated students. On the other hand, those integratively motivated students, such as 
GD2-A and GD2-D are willing to read and learn after English classes and beyond their text book, in order to 
achieve maximum proficiency of the targeted language. This can be verified by the findings of Burcu & Carol 
(2012), where they discovered that students’ main motivation for studying English was mostly instrumental. 
However, it was integrative motivation that proves to be the most strongly correlated with successful test results 
of ESL learning.  

Furthermore, the responses from Q2 (30%) and Q4 (30%) showed that most of the students do not have specific 
inspiration or enthusiasm towards English speaking people. They have no interest in the English culture or 
history and think that English literature is boring and difficult to learn or understand. Morgan & Wagner (2013) 
stated that students are less motivated to read because they are forced to and unhappy with the way they are 
being taught to learn. Moreover, these students have limited opportunities to communicate with the target native 
group or foreigner. They do not need English language for daily interaction and conversation purposes，which 
might be the reason why students have difficulty to learn English through integrative motivation. As such, 
instrumental motivation promotes students more in their English language learning. 

5.2 Challenges Encountered 

The data from Q11 indicated that the challenges confronted by students in their ESL learning process specifically 
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were vocabulary and grammar. Most of the students do not have sufficient vocabulary to allow them to read, 
write and speak fluently. Some of them pointed out that English grammar was difficult to learn, the rules were 
too complicated to them and it was not easy to remember. This is in line with the findings of Peyyala (2013), 
where he claimed that the major problem faced by ESL students is unfamiliar vocabulary and they do not 
understand the text they read. Another challenge is grammar where students find it difficult when the syntax is 
too complex. Liu and Jackson (2008) also obtained the same results in their research where the lack of 
vocabulary was regarded as a main obstacle for Chinese English learners. This is because they are not 
integratively motivated to read and learn beyond English classes, so their vocabulary is poor and they are not 
familiar with the structure of sentences or how it is normally being applied. If one cannot master grammar and 
have sufficient vocabulary, they might face difficulties in speaking and writing. Gan (2012) confirmed the above 
point of view in his research that vocabulary and grammar were the major reasons why students are not able to 
express themselves clearly and appropriately.  

If these challenges are not addressed, it will lower the confidence of students towards English language mastery, 
which will eventually make them lose interest or unmotivated in ESL learning. As such, the content selected for 
the students should be suitable for their level, including themes that suit their interest (2015). The teaching 
method or approaches used in the classroom should increase the involvement of students and also cultivate an 
effective learning environment, so that students will have more opportunities to speak English (2010).  

6. Conclusion 
This case study has gained pertinent insights on the information regarding the type and level of motivation that 
influence students the most. The discussions highlight that majority of the students are instrumentally motivated, 
yet lack commitment in mastering the language. There is a need to motivate the students more integratively, so 
that they will learn the language with proactive attitudes, continue learning during after school English classes 
and enjoy the learning process by not seeing it as an extra burden to their study. It is recommended that the 
teachers should select English literature texts or topics that arouse students’ interests and improve their 
vocabulary and grammar respectively. This case study has its limitations, because only twelve (12) students were 
involved. The students came from a particular class of a private Chinese school in Penang, hence the findings of 
this research may not be completely generalised. Furthermore, only one method was utilised in this research with 
a small sample size to gauge students’ perspectives. Therefore, the findings of this case study can be further 
followed up by a research using a larger sample size and include different types of participants from various 
other locations.  
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