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Abstract

:

The Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) cannot be achieved without quality education and the cultivation of innovative and international talents. This study examined high school students’ English learning motivation structure, the differences between male and female students, and the motivational impact on English learning achievement. Participants included 778 high school students (385 boys and 393 girls) from two Chinese high schools in two representative regions. The results showed that the English learning motivation of high school students mainly included four types, namely, intrinsic interest, learning situation, social responsibility, and personal development. Females’ English learning motivation was significantly higher than that of males. Further, intrinsic interest and personal development had a significantly positive impact on English achievement, whereas social responsibility had a significantly negative impact, and learning situation had no significant impact. The above findings contribute to further understanding of the internal structure of second language learning motivation and the influence mechanism of motivation on achievement, which are of great significance to students’ growth and the sustainable improvement in the quality of education.
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1. Introduction


Since the establishment of the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs), countries all around the globe have been working together toward an inclusive, sustainable, and resilient future [1]. However, there is still a long way to go before we can meet the aim of sustainable development on time [2]. Providing quality education and promoting gender equality are important tasks encompassed by the UN development goals [3]. Quality education is a key component of the SDGs, yet little is known about how to accomplish the SDGs’ quality education targets [4]. Second language learning plays an essential role in cultivating international innovators, and it is also an important way of achieving sustainable development [5,6]. The impact of the COVID-19 pandemic has forced many countries to close schools, posing a huge challenge to the sustainability of quality education [7]. Managing the relationship between quality education and sustainable development in this new era is our top priority. In this special period, it becomes particularly important to study students’ motivation to learn a second language.



Motivation determines the willingness to learn, the effect, and achievement of learning goals [8]. It also determines why learners learn, for whom they learn, and the direction and results of their efforts [9]. Therefore, motivation plays an important role in second language learning. For a long time, researchers have tried to solve the problem of what constitutes second language learning motivation, and developed concepts such as instrumental motivation and integrative motivation [10,11]. The current academic research on second language learning motivation has provided the reasons, necessity, and motivations for English learning [12,13]. However, the issue of motivational effects on academic achievement must be addressed, and the internal structure and gender differences in motivation must be clarified. Past studies have shown that learning motivation has an impact on students’ academic performance [14,15]. Recent studies show that learning motivation has a significant predictive effect on grades [16,17]. The stronger the second language learning motivation, the higher the second language achievement will be. The weaker the second language learning motivation, the weaker the second language achievement will be [18].



However, previous studies have mainly focused on the influence of motivation on students’ academic achievement but paid little attention to how motivation affects students’ academic achievement. Few studies have explored the role of various motivations in influencing students’ academic achievement [19]. Studies on gender differences in motivation are mostly reflected in the analysis of the results of gender differences between male and female students, but little is known about the causes of such gender differences [20,21]. As for the study of motivation structure, the previous studies mainly focused on the exploration of motivation types without paying enough attention to the internal structure of motivation, and the interpretation was insufficiently explanatory.



There are different challenges that educational transformation must face. Schools are the main drivers of social change, aiming to help students get fair and high-quality educational opportunities after COVID-19 and cultivate individuals who can create a sustainable world with comprehensive learning ability [22]. High school plays a key role in Chinese students’ academic careers, and the National College Entrance Exam, called “Gaokao”, is a college admission examination for Chinese students [23]. English is a compulsory subject in high school, playing an important role in high school studies [24]. Students’ motivation to learn English determines their desire and priority [25]. Studying the motivation of high school students’ English learning has both theoretical and practical value. For high school students, learning English is not only driven by the desire for personal development, but also influenced by internal interests, social responsibilities, and learning situation [19,23]. However, under the pressure of the National College Entrance Exam, it is challenging to achieve ideal academic levels and maintain motivation for learning English [26]. In the context of high school learning, it is of great research value to explore English learning motivation. As an important factor in pursuing higher education, the research value of high school learning cannot be ignored. Since English is an important subject in high school, the research on English language learning motivation of high school students is of great significance.



The research on second language learning motivation has not paid enough attention to the high school level. The discussion on English learning motivation is mainly confined to college and middle school students, and there is a lack of research on high school learners. The questions of how to structure the classification of high school students’ English learning motivation, and how motivation affects academic achievement, are difficult to determine, and are the focus of this study. This study attempts to explore the internal structure of high school students’ English learning motivation, the influence of motivation on English achievement, and the motivational differences between male and female students through empirical investigation. This study collects data on the English learning motivation of high school students from two representative high schools in Beijing city and Shandong province. The novelty of this study is that it explores the motivational complexity of English learning for high school students and examines the internal structure of English learning motivation and its influence on English achievement in the Asian context. Additionally, gender differences in motivation are analyzed and their causal reasons are explained. By deepening the understanding of high school students’ English learning motivation, we seek to enhance second language teaching across China and worldwide.




2. Literature Review


2.1. Motivation Composition


Second language learning motivation is an important indicator in measuring students’ second language learning levels. Dörnyei and Ottó [27] defined the motivation of second language learning as the dynamic awakening of individual English learning, which could start, guide, coordinate, amplify, terminate, and evaluate the cognitive and operational processes, in order to select the priority learning content and finally realize the initial learning desire. Motivation for second language learning is both a mental engine and an emotional attitude [28]. Therefore, second language learning motivation is an important concept that cannot be ignored in second language learning [29]. Generally, second language learning motivation can be categorized into three aspects [30,31]. The first one is socio-educational-based theory, which mainly includes integrative and instrumental motivation. The second approach is self-determination theory (SDT), which includes both internal and external drives. The third model is the L2 Motivational Self System (L2MSS), which is the leading model in contemporary research on second language learning motivation [32,33,34].



The research on motivation in second language learning initially focused on the debate between instrumentality and integration. Gardner and Lambert [35] put forward instrumental and integrative motivation as the main motivations for second language learning. Instrumental motivation was defined as acquiring a second language through utilitarian behavior, such as earning a higher salary or getting better jobs. Integrative motivation was defined as the willingness of second language learners to become important members of the language community, in contrast to utilitarian acquisition [10,35,36]. Since the classification was proposed, instrumental motivation and the integrative motivation framework have been the focus of the debate surrounding second language learning.



Csizér and Dörnyei [25] proposed that integration was the most important motivation for second language learning, and the main effects of other motivation variables were adjusted by integration and the number of efficiency scales. Aoki [37] argued that Chinese students had higher integrative motivation than students from other countries. The language competence of high achievers was closely related to integrative motivation, indicating that high achievers possessed high integrative motivation [38]. However, a critic suggested that most second language learners exhibit instrumental learning motivation, and that the type of motivation was influenced by the social environment; second language learners mostly possessed instrumental motivation, which was an important factor in students’ second language learning [39]. Similarly, students’ instrumental motivation for test-taking remained high and they attached importance to the practicability of English tests [40].



Gardner and MacIntyre [36] indicated that both integrative and instrumental motivation could promote learning, but students with instrumental motivation invested more time in learning than students without instrumental motivation. Instrumental motivation had a significant predictive effect on language achievement [41]. This argument was supported by Gao, Zhao, Cheng, and Zhou [5]. An empirical study was conducted; students’ learning motivation for a second language was divided into seven types: intrinsic interest, academic performance, going abroad, learning situation, social responsibility, personal development, and information media. Gao, Zhao, Cheng, and Zhou [5] believed that instrumentality and integration were compatible. Therefore, integrative and instrumental motivation could be mutually inclusive, and language learning, in most cases, involves a mixture of various motivations [35].



In recent years, the world has witnessed a change not seen for centuries. The outbreak of the COVID-19 pandemic has hindered the sustainable development of second language learning and quality education [42]. This change has made second language learning increasingly complex and uncertain, and traditional theories have made it hard to fully explain students’ motivation for second language learning in the new era. Therefore, the research on second language learning motivation has evolved from the integrative and instrumental debate to the vision of the L2 Motivational Self System [43]. Based on the framework of the L2 Motivational Self System, You and Dörnyei [12] conducted a large-scale investigation on English learners’ motivation and divided motivation into three levels: the Ideal L2 Self, the Ought-to L2 Self, and the L2 Learning Experience. Dörnyei [8] used the concept of “vision” to specify “the Ideal L2 Self”. “The L2 Learning Experience” was not only a powerful predictor of various standard measures, but also generally the most powerful predictor of motivational behavior. It was regarded as the perceived quality of learners’ participation in all aspects of the language learning process [43]. Despite the increasing knowledge regarding the above findings, the internal structures of second language learning have not been adequately explored.




2.2. Gender Differences


It is generally acknowledged that girls’ learning motivation is significantly higher than that of boys, and second language learning is no exception. In terms of second language learning motivation, it was believed that girls’ second language learning motivation was higher than boys’, and their second language learning involvement and academic achievements were also better than boys’ [44]. A recent study found that the score of second language learning motivation of girls was higher than that of boys [20]. Female students’ intrinsic interest motivation was significantly higher than that of male students, which might be due to their higher self-development and vision cultivation ability than those of male students [12]. Mori and Gobel [45] supported the above views and found that there were significant differences in motivation between genders, suggesting that female students scored significantly higher in second language motivation than male students. Female students’ learning motivation was positively correlated with their intellectual development and course performance, but male students’ learning motivation was not [46]. Most studies on gender differences in motivation have paid great attention to the motivational results, but have paid little attention to the specific causes behind these differences.




2.3. Motivation and Academic Achievement


In motivation research, previous studies have reached a consensus that motivation affects students’ academic achievement [15,16,47]. Learning motivation had a significant predictive effect on learning results [48], and motivation could promote academic achievement [17]. Liu, et al. [49] suggested that motivation could predict test results, and different motivational conditions would lead to different academic performance. A wide range of studies had confirmed that stronger motivation was associated with higher academic achievement and weaker motivation was associated with lower academic achievement [13,18,19]. Motivation could not only improve academic achievement, but could promote students’ health and psychological growth as well [50]. Motivation could enhance students’ learning autonomy, which was predictive of academic achievement [51]. Motivation could also be divided into intrinsic motivation and extrinsic motivation. Intrinsic motivation has been defined as an activity performed for the intrinsic satisfaction it provides rather than for some external outcome. Extrinsic motivation was the desire to achieve some discernible results whenever an activity was completed [14]. Internal motivation, such as internal interest, had been found to improve students’ academic achievement. The stronger the internal motivation, the higher the academic achievement [52,53].



Intrinsic interest has been proven to be correlated with achievement [54]. Students who were intrinsically motivated showed more interest and happiness while learning [55]. A recent study indicated that intrinsic interest motivation had a direct positive impact on science achievement [56]. Besides, students who displayed more interest in learning were more likely to have higher academic achievement [30,57]. In the Asian context, intrinsic interest has been recognized as an influential factor in enhancing lifelong learning for students [58].



In many Asian-Pacific educational contexts, instrumental goals, primarily personal development, are central to the learning process and its outcomes, and this motivation has a positive impact on academic achievement [59]. When students are motivated by clear achievement goals, the instrumental nature becomes evident. Achievement goals had an impact on the motivation of students to face challenging tasks, and students with positive personalities showed a stronger tendency to face challenging tasks [60]. A promotion-oriented approach to language learning led to more adaptive motivation, which in turn contributed to language learning success [61].



Past studies have generally reached a consensus on the predictive role of learning context on academic performance [29,62]. A recent study implied that when students received positive attention and praise from teachers and had positive interactions with them, they were more likely to achieve higher levels in reading and math. Students who were sensitive to school conditions, such as order and safety, were more likely to have lower reading scores [57]. The perception of the classroom learning environment could affect students’ participation and significantly impact their academic performance [63].



Social responsibility has a significant predictive effect on academic achievement [64]. Chinese students live in a field-dependent society, and a large proportion of Chinese students have the learning motivation of family responsibility, as they are deeply influenced by Confucian culture. This motivation for Chinese students was found to be driven by a sense of duty, and this motivation could predict their grades [65]. In China, parental expectation deeply influences the motivation for second language learning, which may be related to the principle of “reciprocal duty”, in which parents feel obliged to provide their children with a high-quality education in return for the children’s responsibility to care for their elderly parents [12]. Therefore, this responsibility motivation has a profound impact on second language learning in China. Responsibility not only predicts academic achievement but is also the most important predictor of outcomes in management [66].



Notably, motivations seem to be particularly relevant to students’ learning outcomes [56]. Although previous studies have shown us different motivational impacts on students’ academic performance, little is known about how motivation affects students’ academic performance, and it is still necessary to explore how motivation plays a role in influencing students’ academic performance. The relationship between motivation and academic achievement affects students’ specific investments and goals in second language learning. Therefore, the question of how motivation affects performance needs to be further explored.




2.4. The Present Study


Previous findings show that the types of second language learning motivation can be divided according to their own structural characteristics [5,12,58]. Motivation and academic achievement are indeed correlated and important, and it is essential to understand the mechanisms by which these variables influence each other [8,56]. However, based on previous findings, there are still some areas that require further investigation. Firstly, the internal structure of motivation. Although previous studies have classified motivation types in detail, such as integrative and instrumental motivation, and internal and external motivation, the correlation between motivation dimensions and the differences in motivation in different situations have been ignored [19,21,33,44].



Secondly, how does motivation affect English language academic achievement? Although many studies have shown that motivation plays an important role in academic achievement, few studies have explored the underlying mechanisms between motivation and achievement [23,48,53]. To the best of our knowledge, the relationship between different motivations and English learning performance has rarely been studied. Therefore, this study would contribute to advancing our knowledge about the potential mechanism through which motivations impact English language achievement.



Based on the framework of L2 Motivational Self System [67], this study sought to investigate the internal structure and gender differences in high school students’ English learning motivation, examining and the influencing mechanism of motivation on English achievement. The following research questions were proposed:




	
What are the internal structures of English learning motivation for high school students?



	
Are there any motivational differences between female students and male students?



	
What is the motivational impact on English achievement? How does motivation affect achievement?










3. Materials and Methods


3.1. Participants


We used strict procedures to select schools and students in China. A total of 800 questionnaires were distributed at the ratio of 1:3 in two representative high schools in Beijing and Shandong province in eastern China with typical Confucian culture. In general, eastern areas are well-developed regions in China. Shandong province is the birthplace of Confucian culture, and Beijing is the capital of China—the political, cultural, and educational center. Both sampled areas are deeply influenced by Confucian culture. Therefore, when examining the relationship between motivation and academic achievement, the samples are representative to some extent.



A total of 778 participants (grades ranging from 10 to 12) were recruited, including 385 boys (49.5%) and 393 girls (50.5%). Among the participants, 300 (38.6%) were from Beijing and 478 (61.4%) were from Shandong province (See Table 1).



We conducted a paper-based questionnaire survey in a classroom setting, requiring 10 min to complete, and taking one class as a unit. The sampled students were informed that all the responses would only be used for research purposes, and they were provided with the same incentives to participate. Thus, participants could provide honest answers in the study.




3.2. Instruments


There are two classic questionnaires for examining English learning motivation. One is the English Learner Questionnaire for Asian Learners by Dörnyei and Taguchi [68]. The other one is the Questionnaire on the English Learning Motivation for Chinese Students by Gao, Zhao, Cheng, and Zhou [5]. Although there is a high similarity between the two questionnaires’ item designs, the latter is adopted in this study considering the special situation and culture of Chinese second language learners. Measures of the questionnaire design and implementation subsequently included the following steps:



First, referring to the Questionnaire on the English Learning Motivation for Chinese Students by Gao, Zhao, Cheng, and Zhou [5], the initial project of the High School Students’ English Learning Motivation Questionnaire is sorted in accordance with the characteristics of high school students. All scale items were rated on a five-point Likert scale from 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree). The higher the score, the stronger the motivation for the item was.



Second, some topics are appropriately adjusted for high school students.



Third is the test phase. Before the formal test, 80 and 120 samples were selected to conduct two tests on the questionnaire. The irrelevant questions were deleted, and the questionnaire was issued again.



Finally, the questionnaire was formally issued.




3.3. Data Analytic Procedure


Data analysis includes the following steps: The SPSS20.0 software (IBM SPSS Statistics for Windows, Version 20.0. Armonk, NY, USA: IBM Corp.; 2011) was used for exploratory factor analysis (EFA) on the motivation of high school students’ English learning. In addition, confirmatory factor analysis (CFA) was performed to examine the model fit by Amos22.0 software (Arbuckle JL. Amos, Version 20.0. [Computer Program]. Chicago, IL, USA: IBM SPSS; 2011). Moreover, independent sample t-tests were conducted to test the mean differences between male and female students. Finally, multiple linear regression was used to test the influence of English learning motivation on academic achievement.





4. Results


4.1. Item Analysis


The construct reliability (CR) significance test was conducted to delete the items with insignificant correlation coefficients. In combination with the correlation test, items with correlation coefficients of less than 0.3 were deleted, and items 2, 3, 11, and 28 were deleted from the study, leaving 26 remaining items.




4.2. Exploratory Factor Analysis of the Motivational Structure (EFA)


Half of the data points (n = 389) from the total sample (n = 778) were randomly selected for item analysis and EFA. Through multiple factor analysis, item 12 with a communality of less than 0.4 was deleted according to psycho-statistical theory. In addition, items with a factor load value of less than 0.5 were deleted. Factors 4, 6, 22, and 30 were deleted, which showed significant cross-loading and were irrelevant to items. Finally, the remaining 21 items were reserved for formal factor analysis.



EFA was performed on the remaining items and data of the questionnaire by using SPSS20.0 statistical software. The KMO and Bartlett’s sphericity tests showed that the samples met the criteria for factor analysis. The KMO score was found to be 0.889, and the Bartlett Sphericity test results were significant (   χ 2    = 3896.693, df = 210, p = 0.000), indicating that there were common factors among the correlation matrices of the data, and therefore that the questionnaire was suitable for EFA. Through principal component analysis (PCA), factors and communalities were extracted from the 21 questions to obtain the initial factor load matrix. The factor structure matrix after rotation was obtained according to the oblique rotation method. In accordance with the criterion of an eigenvalue greater than 1, a total of 4 factors were extracted, explaining approximately 60.593% of the total variance. See Table 2 for specific item load values.




4.3. Confirmatory Factor Analysis of Motivational Structure (CFA)


Based on the results of the EFA, Amos22.0 statistical software was used to conduct a CFA on the other half of the data (n = 389), to test the fitting of the four-factor model of high school students’ English learning motivation, which was composed of intrinsic interest, learning situation, social responsibility, and personal development. After model modification, CFA showed that the full model (see Table 3) was well-supported by the data (CFI = 0.903 > 0.90, IFI = 0.904 > 0.90,    χ 2   /df = 3.295 < 5.0, RMSEA = 0.077 < 0.08), indicating that the model is well suited to the structure [69] and verified the multi-dimensional structural hypothesis of the High School Students’ English Learning Motivation Questionnaire.




4.4. Reliability Analysis


The internal consistency coefficient ( α  coefficient) of the total motivation questionnaire was 0.901 after screening, and the reliability coefficients of intrinsic interest, learning situation, social responsibility, and personal development motivation were 0.886, 0.842, 0.746, and 0.749, respectively. This indicates that the High School Students’ English Learning Motivation Questionnaire has a relatively ideal reliability index.



CFA results showed that the Standard Regression Weights (SRW) of potential variables corresponding to each item of the questionnaire ranged from 0.429 to 0.767, and were higher than 0.4 (p < 0.001). The construct reliability (CR) values of intrinsic interest, learning situation, and social responsibility were significantly higher than 0.7, while personal development was 0.699. The CFA statistical results support the EFA results, and the High School Students’ English Learning Motivation Questionnaire has good convergence validity, as shown in Table 4.




4.5. Internal Relationship among Various Factors


The results of the correlation coefficient matrix between English learning motivation factors and the total score are shown in Table 5. All factors were significantly correlated with each other, and all factors were highly correlated with the total amount table (correlation coefficient between 0.532 and 0.890), which was higher than the correlation coefficient between all factors, which fully verified that the scale had good structural validity.




4.6. Characteristics of High Students’ English Learning Motivation


4.6.1. Dimensions of Motivation


Table 6 shows the mean results of English learning motivation factors and the total score. The dimensions of motivation from high to low were personal development (M = 3.53), social responsibility (M = 3.33), learning situation (M = 3.07), and intrinsic interest (M = 3.03). Among them, the strongest motivation for high school students is personal development and the weakest motivation is intrinsic interest (See Table 6).




4.6.2. Gender Differences


According to the independent sample t-test, there are significant gender differences within each value of the English learning motivation. Girls’ intrinsic interest (M = 3.14 > M = 2.92), learning situation (M = 3.15 > M = 2.98), social responsibility (M = 3.44 > M = 3.23), personal development (M = 3.64 > M = 3.41), and the total value of girls’ English learning motivation (M = 3.30 > M = 3.09) were significantly higher than those of boys. Combined with the independent sample t-test analysis, the results show that female students’ intrinsic interest motivation (t = −3.462, p = 0.001), learning situation motivation (t = −2.548, p = 0.011), social responsibility motivation (t = −3.277, p = 0.001), personal development motivation (t = −3.681, p = 0.000), and total motivation value (t = −4.250, p = 0.000) were significantly higher than those of male students (See Table 7).





4.7. Motivational Influence on English Achievement


Table 8 shows the influence of English learning motivation on the English learning achievement of high school students, and the results of multiple linear regression are shown in Table 8.



Independent variables: intrinsic interest, learning situation, social responsibility, and personal development.



Dependent variable: English achievement.



In this study, a multiple linear regression model was used for statistical analysis, and the equation expression of the model was as follows:


   Y = 53.493 + 9.569  X 1  − 3.886  X 3  + 8.286  X 4       R 2   Adj     =   0.149 ,  F   =   35.037   (  p   =   0.000  )    











According to the multiple linear regression table, it was found that the intrinsic interest motivation, social responsibility motivation, and personal development motivation had a significant impact on the English learning achievement of high school students, while the learning situation motivation had no significant impact on it. Among them, for a unit change in    X 1   ,  Y  changes to 9.569, and for every change in    X 3   ,  Y  changes to −3.886 (negative effect). For each change in    X 4   , there is a change of 8.286 in  Y .





5. Discussion


5.1. Research Findings


This study examined the internal structure of high school students’ English learning, the gender differences, and influence mechanism of motivation on academic achievement. EFA and CFA results suggested that the internal structure of high school students’ English learning motivation mainly included four types: intrinsic interest, learning situation, social responsibility, and personal development. Intrinsic interest motivation referred to “Appreciation of the language itself and its literature, being interested in English countries and culture, songs or movies, fondness to experience the culture of English countries, love of English at first sight and the interest to understand the development of economics, science and technology.” Situational motivation included “Appreciation of the teacher, lesson, textbook, and the quality of the class.” Motivation for social responsibility included “living up to parents’ expectations, doing one’s best for the country, finding a decent job, and going abroad to seek education and employment opportunities.” Motivation for personal development included “achieving a sense of achievement, using English as a tool for communication, learning other subjects well, and as a stepping stone in life”.



The descriptive statistics showed significant gender differences in English learning motivation among high school students. The independent sample t-test showed that the motivation of female students was significantly higher than that of male students. Female students’ scores were significantly higher than male students’ in terms of intrinsic interest, learning situation, social responsibility, personal development, and total score.



Moreover, through multiple linear regression, this study proved that motivation had a significant impact on English learning achievement. More specifically, intrinsic interest, social responsibility, and personal development motivations had a significant impact on English learning achievement, while learning situational motivation had no significant impact. Among them, intrinsic interest and personal development motivation had positive impacts on English academic achievement, whereas social responsibility motivation had a negative impact.




5.2. Research Question 1: The Internal Structure of High School Students’ English Learning Motivation


The results of this study were consistent with Gao, Zhao, Cheng, and Zhou [5]. The results showed obvious intrinsic interest, learning situation, social responsibility, and personal development motivations for high school students’ English learning, which overlapped with the findings of You and Dörnyei [12]. However, the motivation of academic performance, going abroad, and information media was not prominent, which was the main point of difference with Gao, Zhao, Cheng, and Zhou [5].



The intrinsic interest motivation reflected the interests of high school students in the English language, culture, science, and education. The intrinsic interest motivation was in line with the results of Gao, Zhao, Cheng, and Zhou [5] and Jiao, Wang, Ma, You, and Jiang [30]. Intrinsic interest could help high school students maintain long-term motivation in language learning [70]. Therefore, intrinsic interest was a key factor in triggering students’ English learning. The intrinsic interest could also be understood as the integrative motivation of Gardner [10]. According to the L2 Motivational Self System of Dörnyei and Ushioda [67], intrinsic interest belonged to the Ideal L2 Self level. Intrinsic interest was the cultural interest in the Ideal L2 Self. The findings of this study coincided with the findings of Ryan and Deci [19], highlighting the importance of internal motivation. Apart from intrinsic interest, the results also exhibited three other motivations necessary for second language learning.



Learning situation implied the level of the L2 Learning Experience from the L2 Motivational Self System [67], which was embodied in the teaching environment, such as teachers and courses. At the same time, situational motivation responded to the “learning situation level” of Dörnyei [71], and Gao, Zhao, Cheng, and Zhou [5]. In addition, the study echoed the findings of Waninge et al. [72] that classroom context had a profound impact on students’ second language learning motivation. Situational motivation is an important component of the L2 Learning Experience for second language learners, and generally has predictive effects on motivational behaviors and outcomes [43]. Therefore, when discussing L2 motivation, the learning situation should not be neglected. Learning situation plays an important role in the structural composition of motivation.



Personal development indicated the Ideal L2 Self level in the L2 Motivational Self System [67], and personal development was reflected in instrumental promotion, indicating the practical utility of language learning. Personal development motivation in social psychological theory is regarded as an instrumental motivation [10]. This was in line with the personal development motivation in Gao, Zhao, Cheng, and Zhou [5] and the extrinsic motivation in [19]. Personal development concerned behaviors that were driven by externally imposed rewards and punishments. Chinese second language learners placed a high value on the practical value of second languages, particularly in terms of finding work and raising salaries [73]. Different from the instrumental motivations of Liu [74], Long, Ming, and Chen [40], and [39], the results did not indicate students’ obvious demands for examination. Despite the intense pressure of the National College Entrance Exam (Gaokao), high school students exhibited no obvious motivation to take the exams.



The social responsibility motivation was explored and it was consistent with the Ought-to L2 Self level of Dörnyei and Ushioda [67], which reflected the expectations of parents and society. This dimension embodied the characteristics of instrumental prevention, demonstrating a sense of obligation to protect the interests of others and avoid negative outcomes [43]. In the context of Confucian culture, responsibility is a positive factor encouraging Chinese students’ learning. Relative to the findings of Wang and Rao [65], responsibility plays an important role in students’ learning behavior and grades. The social responsibility of high school students is mainly exhibited through contributing to the family and society as well as seeking employment opportunities, which echoes the findings of Gao, Zhao, Cheng, and Zhou [5] and You and Dörnyei [12]. Much like a system of integrated regulation, learning a second language is not only to recognize the value of the activity itself, but also to conform to the interests and values of others [19].




5.3. Research Question 2: Gender Differences between Female and Male Students


The results indicated that female students’ motivation was significantly higher than that of males. This study validated the results of You and Dörnyei [12], Oga-Baldwin and Nakata [44], and Mori and Gobel [45]. Learning engagement could also predict the academic achievement of second language learners, and that female students worked harder than males [20]. According to the results of previous studies, girls’ motivation for second language learning was higher than that of boys, which was attributed to their higher investment in second language learning [21,75]. Based on the research findings and previous studies, we can conclude that the participating female high school students invest more in English language learning and study harder than male students.




5.4. Research Question 3: Motivational Effect on English Achievement


5.4.1. Intrinsic Interest and Personal Development Motivation Have Significant Influence on English Achievement


The results showed that intrinsic interest and personal development motivation had a positive impact on English academic performance. This research outcome verified the results of Taylor, Jungert, Mageau, Schattke, Dedic, Rosenfield, and Koestner [52], and Ryan and Deci [19]. Academic achievement was significantly influenced by intrinsic interest and personal development [31,33]. It exhibited high school students’ cultural interests and a strong desire for personal improvement. From the perspective of the L2 Motivational Self System, the findings seemed to be in line with the Ideal L2 Self [12]. High school students focused on the culture of English-speaking countries, the world economy, science and technology, and using English as an instrument for social communication and as a stepping stone toward future employment opportunities. From the mean value results of motivations, we found that the personal development motivation was the strongest, while the intrinsic interest motivation was the weakest. This proved to us that the most important purpose of high school students’ English learning was personal development, and the lowest motivation was intrinsic interest.



Intrinsic interest motivation is a kind of intrinsic motivation that refers to autonomous motives “for their own sake.” Students learn out of inherent interest and enjoy the process of learning [76]. This motivational behavior does not rely on external motivation or pressure, but provides satisfaction and happiness [77]. Taylor, Jungert, Mageau, Schattke, Dedic, Rosenfield, and Koestner [52] suggested that intrinsic interest played an important role in school achievement. Consistent with the research of Froiland and Worrell [53], intrinsic interest could predict student engagement, which in turn would produce higher grades. However, this study showed that intrinsic interest had the lowest mean value among the four types of motivation. This outcome could probably affect students’ learning participation and achievement. Shandong and Beijing, two of China’s leading educational areas, have the most impressive educational resources and outcomes [78]. While maintaining abundant learning resources, external pressure also increases. There is no denying that the college entrance examination is very critical for high school students, so grades add an invisible pressure on high school learning [79]. This decline in intrinsic interest could, to some extent, weaken students’ initiative in learning [80,81]. A recent study indicated that the transmission strategies could enhance students’ interest and consolidate their learning [82]. Therefore, schools should optimize the support environment, focusing on promoting students’ communicative abilities and intrinsic interests, thus promoting students’ learning motivation and achievement.



Personal development motivation and intrinsic interest motivation belong to the components of the Ideal L2 Self, but are reflected in external stimulation or pressure to a greater extent. Personal development, which is similar to external motivation, cannot be approached from the standpoint of simple external reward or punishment. Personal development motivation here reflects the learner’s autonomy, which has a common feature with internal motivation, namely, a high degree of willingness [19]. Previous studies have shown that more autonomous forms of motivation lead to increased student engagement, better learning outcomes, and student health [83]. This may be partially explained by the fact that motivated students work more diligently [84]. Therefore, teachers and parents should make efforts to improve students’ learning autonomy, improve students’ willpower, and enhance students’ participation, thus improving learning outcomes.



A good classroom atmosphere could also stimulate students’ learning autonomy [77]. Fernet et al. [85] found that when teachers experienced work overload or bureaucratic pressure from the upper and lower levels of the school, they had lower teaching autonomy, motivation, and perceived ability. This would lead to more emotional exhaustion and job burnout [86]. Therefore, eliminating teachers’ work pressure, improving teachers’ job satisfaction, active involvement in teachers’ work, and creating a good classroom atmosphere could enhance the quality of education [87]. Support for teachers could promote students’ autonomy, motivation, and participation, thus leading to their achieving higher grades [88,89]. In conclusion, through good support of autonomy for teachers and students, students’ autonomy motivation and participation could be further stimulated, and academic performance could be improved as well.




5.4.2. Social Responsibility Motivation Has Significantly Negative Impact on English Achievement


Past studies have shown that social responsibility motivation has a positive predictive effect on academic achievement [65]. Contrary to previous research findings, this study proved that social responsibility motivation had a significantly negative impact on English performance. China is the birthplace of Confucian culture, and students in Beijing and Shandong have been exposed to Confucian culture for thousands of years [90]. According to previous research logic, Confucian culture should play a positive role in social responsibility motivation and academic performance [91]. However, the result of this study showed just the opposite. This study suggested that high school students’ motivation to learn English was not simply their social responsibility toward parents or the country, but their own internal interests and personal development needs. In contrast to the aspect of Ought-to L2 Self [67], social responsibility had opposite effects on instrumental prevention and parental expectation. The findings suggested that extrinsic stimulation to meet the expectations of others was counterproductive to the English learning of senior high school students.



Thus, if students do not rely on external motivation or pressure, but learn purely for their own satisfaction and happiness, students’ learning autonomy could be enhanced, willpower could be increased, and students’ participation in learning would be improved accordingly [77]. Therefore, in the process of English teaching, teachers and parents should enhance students’ intrinsic motivation and improve their learning autonomy from “doing it for others” to “doing it for myself”.




5.4.3. Learning Situation Motivation Has No Influence on English Achievement


Learning situation motivation proved to have no obvious impact on English achievement. This seems to contradict the findings of Dörnyei [43] that the L2 Learning Experience was the most powerful predictor of motivated behavior. A favorable environment could put learners in an advantageous position, while an unfavorable learning environment would lead to a disadvantageous situation for learners [11]. Based on the results, we could infer that situational motivation would not influence learning outcomes. The findings might result from the relatively favorable learning situation and sufficient distribution of educational resources in the eastern areas of China [92]. Apparently, learning situation motivation did not constitute a profound influence on English achievement for students in Beijing and Shandong. In fact, Beijing and Shandong are both well-developed areas in China, and both enjoy an abundant supply of resources [78]. To some extent, they represent high levels of quality of life and education in China [93]. The results validated no obvious correlation between learning situation and academic achievement, indirectly indicating students’ appreciation of their English teachers, teaching material, and curricula. In contrast to the study by Ushioda [29], the learning context for high school students in Beijing and Shandong failed to play a role in academic achievement. As a result, the key factors that impacted students’ English achievement were intrinsic interest, social responsibility, and personal development motivation. Therefore, schools and teachers should execute targeted English teaching and intervention work according to these motivational aspects.



Moreover, school closures due to the COVID-19 pandemic have changed the learning situations for most students [31]. The teaching format has transformed from in-person to remote [94]. A recent study indicated that children’s dependency on the classroom environment gradually shifted to the home. The learning effect on children was significantly influenced by parental support and information technology [95]. The main problems with distance learning for students were being isolated, and a lack of technology and parental support. As a result, the family has come to play a crucial role in shaping how students’ cultural capital changes throughout the course of the pandemic, and lockdown may worsen the achievement gap across socio-economic groups [96]. To take advantage of the positive effects of remote learning situations in forming children’s learning habits and long-term learning objectives, parent–school communication has to be strengthened [97]. Phone and text message interventions have been shown to be effective ways to promote academic achievement [98]. The digital divide is not only a tool, but also an adaptation to the educational system. The reform of educational technology will become the key to educational reform and will also have a bearing on the adjustment of teaching strategies in the future virtual environment [99]. The importance of parental engagement and support could be helpful to students’ sustainable second language learning in the future.






6. Conclusions


This study examined the internal structure of motivation for high school students’ English learning and distinguished motivational differences between male and female students. The motivational impacts on English attainment were adequately explored. Based on the previous studies and present findings, this study has several important contributions and implications.



This study adapted the L2 Motivational Self System to explain the motivational types of second language learning in an Asian context. It not only enriched the L2 Motivational Self System theory, but also improved the practical path in the context of Chinese high schools. The research echoed the L2 Motivational Self System theory, while simultaneously giving a more in-depth explanation of the three levels of the theory. Engagement with intrinsic and extrinsic motivation at the Ideal L2 Self level involved discussion of the commonalities and individualities of theories for second language learning. The Ideal L2 Self included intrinsic interest and personal development motivation in this study. Moreover, both motivations had positive predictive effects on academic achievement. Therefore, the importance of the Ideal L2 Self in the composition of the theory was confirmed. The Ought-to L2 Self was reflected in the level of social responsibility motivation and proved to have a negative effect on grade prediction. This study depicted different applications of the Ought-to L2 Self from the opposite direction of the original theory. Therefore, this study is of great significance and enriches the existing theory. Regarding the L2 Learning Experience, the original theory assumed that this level should be the most favorable predictor of motivated behavior. However, the study results were not significant. This makes us rethink the real circumstances behind the theory.



The findings in this study have long-run implications for second language learning motivation. Past studies focused too much on motivational compositions, such as integrative and instrumental motivation. Based on the L2 Motivational Self System [67], this study offers in-depth explanations at three levels: the Ideal L2 Self, the Ought-to L2 Self, and the L2 Learning Experience. Moreover, gender differences echoed the study of You and Dörnyei [12] as well as Yang and Quadir [20]. The motivation of high school boys to learn English should be improved. Parents and teachers should boost male students’ interests and personal development; help them internalize learning input into an interest; and help them actively engage in learning through interest. The personal development plans of high school boys should be strengthened, and academic and career planning can be initiated to promote their English learning outcomes.



Previous studies have suggested that context has a profound impact on motivation levels [8,43], but little is known about the impact of contextual motivation on academic achievement. In this study, the impact of situational motivation on academic achievement proved to be insignificant, demonstrating that the learning situation of sampled students could not have a differential impact on academic achievement. Another innovation is that the study factors in the effects of the COVID-19 pandemic. This study explored the motives of high school students who studied at home during the school closures, as well as the consequences of the lockdown on their motivation. This has implications for the study of motivation for learning a second language and the viability of second language acquisition in times of crisis.



The findings were also contrary to some previous studies, suggesting that social responsibility could not promote academic achievement. From the perspective of traditional Confucianism, it is hard to persuade students to engage in second language learning. This fully validates the notion that greater responsibility does not necessarily produce better academic achievement. Parents and teachers should relieve the pressure students feel due to social responsibility and reduce their moral burden. To obtain sustainable language learning, schools and parents should also promote students’ willingness by encouraging autonomous motivation and students’ participation. Second language learning motivation research is a key component of quality education in the goal of sustainable development. This study could help future researchers better understand how to help high school students improve their second language learning motivation, so as to promote the cultivation of innovative talents and achieve the sustainability of quality education.




7. Limitations and Future Work


This study has given the first indications of motivational impact on academic achievement partially inconsistent with previous studies; therefore, the underlying reasons for this phenomenon need to be further explored. The study selected Beijing and Shandong as representative places in China, and the main subjects of the study were selected from high schools in well-developed areas. Further research could consider the western areas or the less-developed regions. This study examined the structure of high school students’ English learning motivation but did not involve samples from other educational levels. Additionally, family environment and educational experience could be considered in future research.
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Table 1. Demographic composition of the questionnaire (n = 778).






Table 1. Demographic composition of the questionnaire (n = 778).





	
Variable

	
Frequency

	
Percentage






	
Gender

	
Male

	
385

	
49.5%




	
Female

	
393

	
50.5%




	
Grade

	
Ten

	
311

	
40.0%




	
Eleven

	
238

	
30.6%




	
Twelve

	
229

	
29.4%




	
Areas

	
Beijing

	
300

	
38.6%




	
Shandong

	
478

	
61.4%
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Table 2. Exploratory factor analysis (EFA) results.






Table 2. Exploratory factor analysis (EFA) results.













	Items
	Intrinsic

Interest
	Learning

Situation
	Social

Responsibility
	Personal

Development
	Communality





	21. Like the language itself.
	0.833
	
	
	
	0.694



	23. Like English literature.
	0.818
	
	
	
	0.692



	19. Like language learning.
	0.780
	
	
	
	0.610



	18. Be interested in English-speaking countries.
	0.766
	
	
	
	0.612



	20. Like English songs/movies.
	0.755
	
	
	
	0.571



	27. Go abroad to experience the culture.
	0.670
	
	
	
	0.592



	1. Like English at first sight.
	0.622
	
	
	
	0.529



	17. Learn the world’s economy, science and technology.
	0.605
	
	
	
	0.503



	7. Like English teacher in high school.
	
	0.828
	
	
	0.726



	5. Like English teacher before entering high school.
	
	0.790
	
	
	0.646



	10. Enjoy English classes.
	
	0.773
	
	
	0.619



	8. Recognize the quality of English classes.
	
	0.761
	
	
	0.606



	9. Like English textbooks.
	
	0.749
	
	
	0.596



	25. Live up to your parents’ expectations.
	
	
	0.829
	
	0.693



	24. For the prosperity of the nation.
	
	
	0.781
	
	0.676



	16. Get a good job.
	
	
	0.660
	
	0.573



	26. Go abroad for educational and job opportunities.
	
	
	0.568
	
	0.447



	14. A sense of accomplishment.
	
	
	
	0.817
	0.693



	13. Use it as a tool.
	
	
	
	0.785
	0.656



	15. Learn other subjects better.
	
	
	
	0.669
	0.512



	29. Use English as an important stepping stone.
	
	
	
	0.579
	0.478



	The eigenvalue
	7.238
	2.849
	1.559
	1.078
	



	Contribution %
	34.467
	13.568
	7.424
	5.133
	



	Cumulative contribution %
	34.467
	48.035
	55.459
	60.593
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Table 3. Confirmatory factor analysis (CFA) fitting index of the model.






Table 3. Confirmatory factor analysis (CFA) fitting index of the model.














	Fitting Index
	      χ  2     
	df
	      χ  2     
	RMSEA
	CFI
	IFI





	Value
	550.333
	167
	3.295
	0.077
	0.903
	0.904



	Criteria
	
	
	<5.0
	<0.08
	>0.90
	>0.90
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Table 4. Confirmatory factor analysis (CFA) results.






Table 4. Confirmatory factor analysis (CFA) results.





	
Latent Variables

	
Observation Variable

	
EFA’s Factor Loading

	
    Cronbach ’ s    α     

	
CFA’s SRW

	
AVE

	
CR






	
Intrinsic interest

	
21. Like the language itself.

	
0.833

	
0.886

	
0.742

	
0.478

	
0.878




	
23. Like English literature.

	
0.818

	
0.706




	
19. Like language learning.

	
0.780

	
0.723




	
18. Be interested in English-speaking countries.

	
0.766

	
0.767




	
20. Like English songs/movies.

	
0.755

	
0.632




	
27. Go abroad to experience the culture.

	
0.670

	
0.756




	
1. Like English at first sight.

	
0.622

	
0.429




	
17. Learn about the world’s economy, science, and technology.

	
0.605

	
0.715




	
Learning situation

	
7. Like English teacher in high school.

	
0.828

	
0.842

	
0.670

	
0.512

	
0.839




	
5. Like English teacher before entering high school.

	
0.790

	
0.724




	
10. Enjoy English classes.

	
0.773

	
0.673




	
8. Recognize the quality of English classes.

	
0.761

	
0.685




	
9. Like English textbooks.

	
0.749

	
0.667




	
Social responsibility

	
25. Live up to your parents’ expectations.

	
0.829

	
0.746

	
0.484

	
0.373

	
0.701




	
24. For the prosperity of the nation.

	
0.781

	
0.626




	
16. Get a good job.

	
0.660

	
0.624




	
26. Go abroad for educational and job opportunities.

	
0.568

	
0.691




	
Personal development

	
14. A sense of accomplishment.

	
0.817

	
0.749

	
0.619

	
0.369

	
0.699




	
13. Use it as a tool.

	
0.785

	
0.664




	
15. Learn other subjects better.

	
0.669

	
0.524




	
29. Use English as an important stepping stone.

	
0.579

	
0.614
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Table 5. Correlation matrix between factors and between factors and total score.






Table 5. Correlation matrix between factors and between factors and total score.













	Factors
	Intrinsic Interest
	Learning

Situation
	Social

Responsibility
	Personal

Development
	Total Score





	Intrinsic interest
	1
	
	
	
	



	Learning situation
	0.219 **
	1
	
	
	



	Social responsibility
	0.635 **
	0.231 **
	1
	
	



	Personal development
	0.687 **
	0.186 **
	0.641 **
	1
	



	Total score
	0.890 **
	0.532 **
	0.790 **
	0.799 **
	1







Note: ** means p > 0.01.
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Table 6. Mean distribution of motivation dimensions and total score.
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	Factors
	n
	M
	SD





	Personal development
	778
	3.53
	0.85



	Social responsibility
	778
	3.33
	0.88



	Learning situation
	778
	3.07
	0.92



	Intrinsic interest
	778
	3.03
	0.90



	Total score
	778
	3.19
	0.68
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Table 7. Gender differences in motivation: Independent sample t-test results.
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Factors

	
Gender

	
n

	
M

	
SD

	
Standard Error

	
F

	
t

	
p






	
Intrinsic interest

	
Male

	
385

	
2.92

	
0.93

	
0.047

	
2.632

	
−3.462

	
0.001




	
Female

	
393

	
3.14

	
0.85

	
0.043




	
Learning situation

	
Male

	
385

	
2.98

	
0.97

	
0.049

	
0.579

	
−2.548

	
0.011




	
Female

	
393

	
3.15

	
0.87

	
0.044




	
Social responsibility

	
Male

	
385

	
3.23

	
0.95

	
0.048

	
8.249

	
−3.277

	
0.001




	
Female

	
393

	
3.44

	
0.80

	
0.040




	
Personal development

	
Male

	
385

	
3.41

	
0.90

	
0.046

	
4.729

	
−3.681

	
0.000




	
Female

	
393

	
3.64

	
0.78

	
0.040




	
Total motivation

	
Male

	
385

	
3.09

	
0.72

	
0.037

	
3.895

	
−4.250

	
0.000




	
Female

	
393

	
3.30

	
0.63

	
0.032
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Table 8. Results of multiple linear regression.






Table 8. Results of multiple linear regression.





	
Model

	
Non-Standardized

Coefficient

	
The Standard

Coefficient

	
t

	
Sig.




	

	
B

	
Standard

Error

	






	
(Constant)

	
53.493

	
5.260

	

	
10.170

	
0.000




	
Intrinsic interest (   X 1   )

	
9.569

	
1.690

	
0.276

	
5.663

	
0.000




	
Learning situation (   X 2   )

	
−0.444

	
1.154

	
−0.013

	
−0.385

	
0.701




	
Social responsibility (   X 3   )

	
−3.886

	
1.631

	
−0.110

	
−2.383

	
0.017




	
Personal development (   X 4   )

	
8.286

	
1.782

	
0.227

	
4.649

	
0.000




	
    R 2    

	
      Adjusted   R   2    

	
F

	

	

	




	
0.153

	
0.149

	
35.037
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