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Evaluation of a L2 Motivational Self System Based Short Course: 

Materials and Implementation  

 

Amelia Yarwood 

Abstract 

Dörnyei’s (2009) L2 Motivational Self System (L2MSS) has been validated in multiple 

EFL contexts but its applicability to the Japanese EFL classroom is an area where more 

empirical data needs to be gathered. A key aspect of the system is the notion that images 

of learners’ Ideal L2 self have the capacity to encourage learners to engage in motivated 

learning behaviours. This paper aims to explore how the system can be applied in a 

relatively intimate (N=6) Japanese EFL classroom to encourage the development of an 

elaborate and vivid vision of learners’ Ideal L2 self by taking an interpretative approach to 

the qualitative data gathered over the course of the six lesson programme and subsequent 

participant interviews. The paper shows that the materials developed scaffolded the 

learners’ visions but that learners found it difficult to transform their abstract desires into 

concrete and vivid images of their future L2 self. The findings suggest that exposure to 

examples of concrete representations of an Ideal L2 self and opportunities to consider 

their own future self are necessary for the development of a learner’s own image of their 

Ideal L2 self. The paper concludes with a brief comment on the pedagogical implications 

and recommendations for future areas of study.  

 

Introduction 

 Language learning is a long and arduous journey. Maintaining motivation during 

the process is difficult but Dörnyei’s (2009) L2 Motivational Self System (L2MSS) may 

provide language learners with a framework within which they will be able to take 

ownership over their own language learning journey. The paper seeks to evaluate how an 

L2MSS based programme assists learners in developing an elaborate and vivid vision of 

their Ideal L2 self and identify areas that would benefit from further investigation.  

 

The L2 Motivational Self System 

The L2MSS (Dörnyei, 2009), combines the psychological concept of future 

self-guides with the potential significance of mental imagery to develop a system that 

could offer an explanation for motivated learning behaviour. It is theorized that in order to 

access our Ideal self; the self we wish to become, we engage in activities that will bridge 

the gap between our current self and our Ideal self. The Ought-to self, on the other hand is 

based on what those around us believe we should become, and so learners enact certain 
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learning behaviours to prevent or minimise negative consequences, such as failing an 

important examination. In addition to the Ideal and Ought to selves, the L2MSS has a 

third component: The L2 learning environment. This component acknowledges the 

significant impact of an individual’s learning environment, such as rapport between 

teachers and students or the effects of achieving success inside the classroom. Finally, the 

degree to which individuals desire to bridge the gap between their current self and their 

Ideal L2 self is said to be facilitated by vision (Dörnyei, 2009) 

 

The L2MSS in the EFL Classroom  

Several L2MSS programmes have been developed for the EFL classrooms 

within the Japanese context. Among these, the most detailed programmes reported were 

by Sampson (2012, 2014). Sampson (2012) developed a 15-week course that was 

presented to his first-year students at a rural women’s university in Japan. The 

programme, which utilised the concept of possible selves, and which was evaluated in 

terms of its motivational power, revealed several useful findings. In particular, it was 

found that learning activities, such as reflections upon classroom activities, and the 

development of a future self, along with the breakdown of goals towards that self and the 

development of personally relevant learning strategies were motivating. From the 

activities that they engaged with, the learners were able to recognise the importance of 

taking an active role in their own learning: especially in creating opportunities for 

learning to take place.  

Sampson’s latter study (2014) was a longitudinal study that took place over the 

course of one year at a technology college with 40 adolescents between the ages of 15 and 

16 years old. Through regular exposure to possible-self activities, it was found that 

targeted intervention methods were able to change classroom language learning 

motivation in a positive manner. In particular, motivation was co-constructed between 

learners and through understanding the interaction of learner-internal and external 

factors.   

A more recent programme was developed by Vye (2016) who utilised art to assist 

her English for Specific Purposes (ESP) students in understanding how the L2MSS could 

be used to explore to their own learning processes. She reported that the students 

struggled to, “conceptualize their L2 self-system in a concrete manner.” (Vye, 2016, p. 4) 

but concluded by recommending that art should be used alongside written compositions 

to enrich the discussion and allow learners to explore their Ideal L2 identities without 

worrying about their linguistic abilities.  
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Methodology 

The L2MSS Programme 

The L2MSS programme was comprised of six lessons that took place over the 

course of 5 weeks. A lesson a week would have been optimal but due to time and room 

availably constraints, the final two lessons had to take place one day after each other. The 

teacher for each of these lessons was the author herself and thus she was well versed in 

the programmes goals and theoretical underpinnings.    

The activities and worksheets were largely modified from Motivating Learning 

(Hadfield & Dörnyei, 2013). This text was selected since it had been written specifically 

for language teachers who were intending to develop their students’ Ideal L2 self. While 

several modifications were required to suit the English ability of the students, the core of 

the activities suited the cognitive maturity of the learners.  

 

Framework for evaluating an L2MSS programme 

Building upon Dörnyei’s (2005) proposed list of conditions for future self-guides to 

encourage motivated learning behaviours, Dörnyei and Ushioda (2011) offered the 

following conditions for success (italics in the original): (1) The learner has a desired 

future self-image, (2) the future self is sufficiently different from the current self, (3) it is 

elaborate and vivid, (4) it is perceived as plausible, (5) it is not perceived as comfortable 

certain to reach, (6) it is in harmony with other parts of the individual’s self-concept, (7) 

is accompanied by relevant and effective procedural strategies that act as a road map 

towards the goal, (8) it is regularly activated in the learner’s working self-concept, and 

(9) the desired future self-image is offset by a counteracting feared possible self in the 

same domain.  

Since these are considered prerequisites for the future self-image to exert their 

motivational power on the language learner, it makes sense for these conditions to be 

used as a framework to evaluate the effectiveness of an L2MSS based programme. 

However, considering the space limitations, only the following condition will be used 

as an evaluation criterion: 

Criterion 1. The future self-image is elaborate and vivid. 

But why choose this criterion measure out of nine possible choices? Firstly, 

Markus and Cross (1994) postulated that the future selves with the greatest motivational 

power are those that are imagined in elaborate and specific detail. Adding to the weight of 

this argument, Murray (2011) found that imagination allowed his Japanese university 

students to construct a vision of their possible future self and that this imagined self was 

able to mediate the goal-setting process. This demonstrated itself, especially in the early 
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stages, in the identification of interim goals that would act as stepping stones to their ideal 

language self. Envisioning an elaborate and vivid image of one’s future self appears to be 

one component that is integral to the success of an L2MSS programme and for this reason, 

it will be the criterion that is focused on in this paper.  

 

Participants 

 The participants (N=8) who voluntarily enrolled in the short programme were all 

Japanese nationals from Sophia University in Tokyo, Japan. Of the original eight 

participants, two unenrolled after the first lesson for unexplained reasons or due to work 

commitments. The remaining six (1 male and 5 females) participants’ details can be 

found in Table 2 along with their chosen pseudonyms.  

 

Table 2. Intervention participants’ details 

 Gender Age Year 

(年） 

Major Self-Reported 

English Ability 

Time Spent 

Overseas 

Mineo M 19 1年 English Beginner 3< Months 

Kumiko F 20s 2年 English Intermediate 3< Months 

Ayuko F 21 4年 Linguistics Intermediate 3< Months 

Kana F 21 3年 English Intermediate 3< Months 

Sakura F 18 1年 English Intermediate 3< Months 

Nanami F 19 1年 English Intermediate 3> Months 

 

Data collection 

The purpose of this paper is to evaluate if the L2MSS programme was able to 

encourage the participants to develop elaborate and vivid images of their Ideal L2 self. 

Due to the nature of the programme, an interpretive approach in relation to the qualitative 

data gathered was selected. The data collected came from the materials that were 

designed for the programme as well as materials produced by the participants. These 

materials were collected and scanned prior to being returned. Two weeks following the 

conclusion of the programme, all six participants were interviewed using the same set of 

interview question. These interviews were recorded and transcribed by the researcher 

immediately after each interview.  

 Rather than measure the degree of elaboration achieved, this analysis seeks to 

explore how the materials encouraged elaboration and identify areas that may be 

improved upon.  
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Findings 

 Several materials and activities were designed to encourage the formation of 

elaborate and vivid visions of future selves. A summary of such materials is summarised 

in Table 3. 

 

Table 3. Summary of the activities and materials designed to encourage 

elaborate and vivid future self images 

 Activities and Materials  

Lesson 1 Read examples of Ideal L2 self compositions 

Writing about one’s Ideal L2 self. Firstly, in bullet point form, then as a longer 

composition 

Guided imagery: Ideal L2 self 

Lesson 2 Guided imagery: Ideal L2 self 

Identifying what aspects of the Ideal L2 self are achievable in a 6-month period 

Lesson 4 Guided imagery: Feared self 

Identifying five language learning goals to achieve in a 6-month period 

Lesson 5 Discussing and selecting language learning strategies that suit the goals and lifestyle of 

the participants in relation to their Ideal L2 self  

Lesson 6 Compose a written composition that details a specific language learning situation 

  

Guided imagery activities were used for both ideal and feared self visualisations. 

These activities involved the reading of a script which allowed the students to explore 

their imagined future self through mental representations. The scripts employed for 

guided imagery activities were lightly adapted from Hadfield and Dörnyei (2013, p. 27) 

and Magid (2011). An extract from the Ideal L2 self script can be found below. 

 

Close your eyes and imagine yourself in the future.  

You have studied English and now you can speak it well. Imagine which is most 

important to you: work, study, friends, travel…now imagine yourself in that 

situation…where are you?…what does the place look like? What can you see 

around you? …how many people are there? …what are they doing?…you are 

speaking English to someone…who is it? …what do they look like? what are you 

talking about? …what kind of things can you say? …how do you feel speaking in 
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English? …how do people react to you? … 

Focus on your feelings of success and when you are ready open your eyes. 

Extract 1. Visualisation script from Lesson 1, Homework 1 

 While the guided imagery activities appeared to scaffold the creation of an 

elaborate vision of an Ideal L2 self, the participants reported struggling with imagining 

their desired self in such specific detail. Many of the difficulties seemed to stem from an 

unfamiliarity with introspective thinking and with transforming abstract desires into 

concrete examples. 

 

Thinking about my ideal future specifically was the most difficult for me because I 

have never thought about it such deeply. For example, the smell, the sound and the 

feeling. So by specifically thinking my feeling for ah, my feeling to goals became 

bigger and specific. 

Transcript 1. Sakura’s interview comments 

 

Kumiko Everything was difficult. Meditation was really difficult.  

Researcher Okay, why was meditation really difficult?  

Kumiko I could understand what you said and I tried to imagine my future 

self but the image was not so clear. And I couldn’t imagine my 

future self in detail.  

Transcript 2. Kumiko’s interview comments 

 

 In addition to guided imagery activities, the participants were introduced to 

writing activities that required them to transform their mental representations into 

tangible written compositions. By looking closely at the written compositions on their 

Ideal L2 self, there were several trends found. Firstly, the initial written compositions 

often identified multiple, sometime unconnected, areas where the participants wished to 

become ‘fluent’ speakers of English. Secondly, details regarding who, where, when or 

how were often missing from their compositions. Finally, none of the participants except 

for Mineo, initially managed to produce narratives that could be considered compelling 

enough to sustain motivated action. Two examples, one from Nanami and the other from 

Mineo have been provided for comparison below. 
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Figure 1. Nanami’s Ideal L2 self 

 

 

 Figure 2. Mineo’s Ideal L2 self 

 

The elaborateness of the compositions gradually developed over the course of the 

programme, culminating in relatively compelling compositions that focus on a single 

learning situation in time. The final composition task, ‘The Future Diary’, appeared to 

elicit the greatest detail from the participants, potentially due to the explicitness of the 

task instructions and the detail provided in the exemplar, although since explicit 

instructions had also been provided for the first Ideal L2 self composition, the exemplar 

may have been the influential factor in this case.  

 

1. Choose a goal that you wrote down for your 5 goals.  

2. Write a ‘future diary’ entry. Include as much detail as you can, including, where, 

when, sounds, smells, problems you face, how you overcome the problem and how 

you feel. Be as realistic but positive as you can be. 

Extract 2. Instructions from Lesson 6, Handout 6 
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 Figure 3. Kumiko’s Future Diary 

 

 As can be seen in Figure 3, Kumiko demonstrates the ability to envision herself 

is a very specific learning situation in which she identifies the problems she faces in 

addition to the location, the sights, the sounds and her thoughts during and before the 

situation. Kumiko’s composition could be considered as conveying middling levels of 

elaboration, however similar levels of detail were demonstrated in the other five 

participants’ compositions.  

 Five out of the six participants mentioned writing was easier for them. In 

Sakura’s comments she appears to suggest that the ‘Future diary’ activity motivated her to 

contemplate her with greater success. 

 

We wrote a future diary in last lesson and so um, by writing our future. Ah, we can 

see the ideal future. What I want to do most, rose, rose up.   

 Transcript 3. Sakura’s interview comments 

 

Ayuko on the other hand, felt that writing was harder than creating a visual or 

mental representation.  

 

Researcher Was it easier to write down a future, was it easier to draw a future 

or was it just easier to imagine in your head a future? 

Ayuko Hm for me, draw was easier. 

Researcher Okay, cool. Any reason why drawing was easier. 

Ayuko Ah, about writing something, is ah, I have to think the think the 
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things concrete. 

Researcher Concretely? 

Ayuko Yes, concretely. So, it’s difficult for me. But just imagine in my 

brain is not so difficult.  

 Transcript 4. Ayuko’s interview comments 

 

 While most participants appear to find greater success in written compositions, it 

would be detrimental to rule out other forms of expression when asking learners to 

produce a representation of their Ideal L2 self.  

 

Discussion 

 The purpose of this paper was to explore how the materials encouraged the 

development of elaborate and vivid representations of the learners’ Ideal L2 self. Explicit 

instructions and detailed exemplars appear to be necessary for learners to develop an 

identity narrative that has enough motivational power. However, learners need to be 

exposed to multiple exemplars and be provided with a range of opportunities to work on 

their vision due to difficulties in transforming abstract ideas into elaborate, concrete 

images of their future self. Written activities such as writing about a specific language 

learning situation in the future appeared to be worthwhile however other forms of 

expressions should be explored, including art, drama and photography. By exploring 

other forms of expression, it may allow learners who are not confident in their linguistic 

abilities or who struggle to clearly define their Ideal L2 self, a method for reinforcing their 

vision in a tangible form.  

 

Conclusion 

Overall, it appears that the materials provided scaffolding for the learners to 

develop relatively elaborate and vivid images of their Ideal L2 self. The strengths and 

weakness of the different modes (written, visual, mental, spoken) for representing the 

learners’ Ideal L2 self bears further study to determine which assists learners to generate 

elaborate and vivid visions of their future L2 selves. By bringing the L2MSS into the 

classroom, language teachers may be able to develop language tasks that are not only 

highly relevant to the learners current and future self, but which also aims to develop their 

ability to think about their own learning. Greater exposure and training in thinking about 

how and why one learns a language may scaffold pathways for learners to engage in 

future autonomous learning. 
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