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The present research attempts to find out the motivation level of primary school students 
to learn English as a Second language (ESL). In this study, motivation is defined as the 
learner's orientation concerning the goal of learning a second language. Attitude to 
learning activity is defined as the willingness to make a personal effort for mastering the 
language. A survey was conducted on a sample of 120 students from four Provincialised 
Assamese medium schools of Guwahati. The data were analyzed using frequency and 
percentage analysis. The results of the research show that students have developed both 
positive and negative attitudes towards learning ESL. The students feel the need and 
importance of the English language but interestingly do not reveal high-level orientation 
towards making effort to learn the language. It is also found that the ESL learning 
environment has less impact on students' second language motivation. An improvement 
in the language learning environment and teaching approaches can bring desirable 
changes and help in enhancing their language learning acquisition from the primary stage 
of learning. 

KEYWORDS: English as Second language ( ESL),  motivation, survey, primary school 
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Introduction 

The English language is regarded as the language of opportunity, the ladder for 
development and progress. A minimum of mastery of the basic linguistic skills is vital for 
people to communicate effectively. However, in most vernacular medium schools, the 
teaching of English as a subject at all levels of school education has mostly remained 
examination-oriented. English is taught as a subject rather than a language, based on rote 
learning. As a result, the students are not able to grasp the language at a later stage in 
their lives. Due to various factors, the students are not able to gain the right attitude and 
motivational level, which is essential to learn and use the second language effectively. 
They lose interest in learning the language. Thus, there is an urgent need to understand 
the motivational level of the students from the primary stage to facilitate learning. 

Importance of Motivation in learning a Second language (L2) 

Motivation to learning a second language is the main pre-requisite of positive results. It is 
regarded as part of man's cognitive need, a desire to know and understand. Motivation 
can be defined as the process, which initiates, guides, and maintains goal-oriented 
behavior and actions (Mahadi & Jafari, 2012).  It represents an individual's desires, 
actions, and needs.  According to Winne and Marx (1989), 'Motivation is both a 
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condition for and a result of effective instruction'. Cooper and Fishman mentioned a type 
of motivation which they called "developmental". According to them, developmental 
motivation refers to motivation relating to "personal development or personal 
satisfaction". Dornyei developed a three-level model of motivation structure. His model 
is composed of language level including integrative and instrumental subsystems, learner 
level comprising learner's characteristics, and learning situation level that reflects various 
characteristics of the given course, the teacher, and the group of learners.  

Learners' Motivation 

 Motivation is closely connected to students' studying; therefore, the problems relating to 
learner motivation have often intrigued educators and motivation researchers for years. 
As defined by Lumsden (1994), learner motivation can be considered as students' desire 
to participate in the language process. Hence, learner motivation can be inferred from a 
student's behaviour or considered learning motivation which cannot be seen, heard, or 
felt, and accordingly it is difficult to be deeply understood due to the nature of the 
concept itself. In L2 acquisition, not only do students know about the importance of 
motivation in language learning, but teachers and parents are concerned about its effects 
on their students' learning as well. Additionally, keeping students interested in school and 
motivating them to succeed are always challenges for parents, students themselves, and 
even for almost all the teachers year after year because too many students are not 
sufficiently motivated to succeed in school (Lumsden, 1994). Discussing the effect of 
motivation on the L2.Finegan (1994) indicated that among the things that affect the 
mastery of an L2 the type of motivation that a learner has.  

Factors influencing intrinsic motivation in second language acquisition 

According to Harme (1991), certain factors can affect motivation to the learners' 
acquisition of L2. These include:  

Physical condition: It refers to the classroom atmosphere. If the physical condition of the 
classroom is not congenial for learning, the students can lose their interest in learning or 
their motivation in learning will be lowered. This includes bad lighting in the classroom, 
overcrowded with too many students, small wallboard. 

Method of teaching: It refers to the methods and techniques of teaching a second 
language. It highly affects their motivational level. Whenever the learners feel bored at 
the teacher's method, their motivation is likely to be gradually decreased. As he said, "If 
the students lose confidence in the method, they will become de-motivated" (Harmer, 
1991) 

Teachers: The teachers as the most powerful variable of motivation and de-motivation in 
learning a Second language. 

Extrinsic motivation refers to a desire to get a reward and avoid punishment. It 
emphasizes the external need to persuade the learner to take part in a learning activity 
(Arnold, 2000), such as homework, grade, or doing something to please teachers. Both 
integrative and instrumental motivations are also grouped under the branch of extrinsic 
motivation (Harmer, 1991). This motivation could bring a negative impact to the 
students, because with extrinsic motivation, students do not learn with their intention but 
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because they are pushed by the interest in the rewards or the punishment. When a student 
is learning because he is promised rewards or because he wants the rewards, he will be 
highly motivated to come to classes and learn and achieve the goal that is set for him. But 
when these rewards are taken away, or sometimes even if they do not see any 
punishment, the student will not be interested in coming to class and learn the language 
any longer.  

Factors influencing extrinsic motivation  

Extrinsic motivation comes from such factors outside the classroom as parents, teachers, 
friends, or their previous learning, but most often involves subjects in a reward and 
punishment system. In 1987 Brophy opined that motivation to learn is a competence 
acquired through general experience but stimulated most directly through modeling, 
communication of expectations, and direct instruction or socialization by others, 
especially parents and teachers. In Harmer's (1991) view, parents' expectations are 
significant to students' school performance, their motivation, and their academic 
achievements since they are generally associated with higher levels of educational 
attainment. Whether students have a positive or negative attitude toward the language 
depends mostly on their parents. Like parent factors, students' peers also affect students' 
attitudes toward the language learning outcomes since students may like learning the 
language when their peers like it. Students' previous learning experiences also influence 
their present learning outcomes. If they were successful, they will expect failure now. 
Some other factors that can de-motivate the students to learn the language. Lack of an 
effective environment is one such factor. The students get an opportunity to speak and 
learn only at the school and once they are out of the school they do not get very little 
opportunity to use the language while conversing with others and hence, have limitation 
in their exposure to the target language (Mariadass & Kashef, 2012).  This reduces their 
motivation even though they have a positive attitude about the language.  

Significance of the Study 

The introduction of English at the early level of primary education signifies the 
importance of this language in our life. Even though Indian ESL learners receive 
instruction in the English language for several years, their communicative ability and 
critical thinking ability in the language are really low.  Various factors influence the 
learning process of the students' learning in the school. This includes motivation, attitude, 
learning methods, perceptions, curriculum and lesson plan, teaching methods, and 
approaches (Hiew, 2012). The motivation of the students is found to be one of the main 
factors, which influence the success of the students in learning English as a second 
language. Studies have shown an increasing lack of interest in learning English resulting 
in a lack of the basic skills of English. Students face a lot of difficulties in using the 
language, which is most probably because they had a frustrating experience during their 
early years of learning the language. Therefore, it is essential to develop English at the 
primary level which will facilitate learning the language at the tertiary level must be 
expanding with greater flexibility. Identifying the structure and level of students' 
motivation and a better understanding of their attitudes may assist language teachers to 
devise language teaching strategies to be used in the classrooms to generate the attitudes 
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and motivation of learners. This study will lead to a better understanding of the 
motivation and attitude of students in learning English at the primary level. 

Literature Review 

Motivation has been differently defined from various perspectives of psychology, 
sociology, and linguistics. The students who are motivated always develop a positive 
attitude towards learning English (Musa et al., 2012). In L2 acquisition, the types of 
motivation came from cognitive and social psychology. In cognitive psychology, two 
types of motivation are instrumental and integrative motivation (Gardner and Lambert, 
1972). In social psychology, two main types of motivation are intrinsic and extrinsic 
motivation (Harmer, 1991). Intrinsic motivation means the learners are willingly and 
voluntarily try to learn what they think is worth or important for them. When students 
have intrinsic motivation, they have the internal desire to learn and they do not need 
external outcomes. When students are internally motivated they do not need any external 
reward or motivation to perform a task. Intrinsic motivation refers to learning itself 
having its reward (Arnold, 2000, p. 14). There are no negative impacts in having intrinsic 
motivation. Besides, intrinsic motivation pushes the student to learn without rewards, 
because the need is innate or come from inside or depends on their own will. Lightbown 
and Spada (1999, p. 56-57) mentioned that teachers do not have many effects on students' 
intrinsic motivation since the students are from different backgrounds and the only way 
to motivate students is by making the classroom a supportive environment. According to 
Gardner (1985), the students having intrinsic motivation learn to interact with the 
community or find approaches to learn the language effectively whereas the extrinsic 
motivators who are instrumentally oriented, learn the language for practical goals 
(Kannan, 2009).  

Objectives of the study 

The objectives of this study are- 

1. To find out the attitude of the Primary school students towards English as a second 
language. 

2. To find out the factors influencing the motivation of primary school students towards 
learning English. 

Methodology  

The researcher adopted a survey method to find out the attitude and motivation of the 
primary school students towards learning English. For carrying out the research, the 
researcher selected 3 provincialised schools of Guwahati by using a simple random 
sampling technique. A modified questionnaire on motivation was adapted from Gardner's 
Attitude/ Motivation Test Battery (AMTB) was used by the researcher to identify the 
motivational level of the students in learning English as the second language. The 
collected data was analysed and based on the analysis, recommendations were proposed 
to bring a positive attitude and increase the motivational level among the students.  
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Sample for the present study 

A sample of 120 primary school students (Grade VI) from 4 selected schools participated 
in the questionnaire survey. The average age of the students was between 10-12 years. 

Tools for the study 

The data for this study were obtained through a questionnaire administered to a total 
number of 120 students. A modified motivational survey of 27 items was adapted from 
Gardner's Attitude/ Motivation Test Battery (AMTB) by the researcher to identify the 
attitude and motivation of the students in learning English as a Second language. The 
questionnaire was constructed keeping in view the following factors. 

• Desire to learn English 
• Efforts to learning English 
• English Teaching-learning environment  
• Anxiety in learning English 

Procedure  

The purpose and different terms of the questionnaire were explained in mother tongue 
before the distribution. The students were informed that the information they gave would 
be kept confidential and be used for research purposes only. The students were asked to 
fill up the questionnaire during the normal teaching period of their classes. Percentage 
analysis was used to examine the collected data. 

Analysis and interpretation of data 

The responses from the students' questionnaires (N = 120) are analyzed and interpreted 
below: 

Attitude towards Learning ESL 

Table 1 

Factors Agree Disagree 

Desire to learn English No of Students Percentage No of Students Percentage 

 

I wish I could speak English perfectly. 

 

108 

 

90% 

 

12 

 

10% 

I have a strong desire to know all 
aspects of English.     

 

92 

 

76.67 % 

 

28 

 

40% 

Learning English is great.   83 69.17% 37 30.83% 
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My English class is a waste of time.   

55 

 

45.83% 

 

65 

 

54.17% 

Knowing English isn’t an important 
goal in my life. 

 

58 

 

48.33% 

 

62 

 

51.67% 

Studying English is important because 
it will enable me to better understand 
and appreciate the English culture.    

 

56 

 

46.67% 

 

64 

 

53.33% 

I like my English class so much; I look 
forward to studying more English in the 
future.              

 

42 

 

35% 

 

78 

 

65% 

 

Table 1 shows that 90% of students wish to speak English perfectly and 76.67 % of 
students have a desire to learn all the aspects of English. About 70% of students think 
that learning English is really great but only 35% of students want to study English in the 
future. 

From Table 1, it can be interpreted that though most of the students want to speak 
English perfectly and know the language well, but they do not want to study the language 
in the future. 

Table 2 

Factors Agree Disagree 

Efforts to learn English No of students Percentage No of Student Percentage 

I make a point of trying to 
understand what I see and hear. 

 

64 

 

53.33% 

 

56 

 

46.67% 

I do my English homework 
regularly.  

 

7554 

 

62.545% 

 

45 

 

37.5% 

 

I really work hard to learn English. 

 

69 

 

57.5% 

 

51 

 

42.5% 

I don’t bother checking my 
assignments when I get them back 
from my English teacher. 

 

54 

 

45% 

 

66 

 

55% 

 I pay attention to my tasks. 73 60.83% 47 39.17% 
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Table 2 shows that 62.5 % of students agreed that they do their English homework 
regularly. While 60.83% students check their assignments, only 39.17 % students pay 
attention to the feedback given by the teacher. 

From Table 2, it can be interpreted that the majority of the students do their homework 
regularly and check their assignments but do not give importance to the feedback given 
by their teacher. 

Factors influencing Motivation towards learning ESL 

Table 3 

Factor Agree Disagree 

Teaching -learning Environment No of students Percentage No of students Percentage 

I look forward to going to class 
because my English teacher has a 
good personality. 

 

65 

 

54.17% 

 

55 

 

45.83% 

My English teacher has a dynamic 
and interesting teaching style. 

 

42 

 

35% 

 

78 

 

65% 

I would rather spend more time in 
my English class and less in other 
classes. 

 

58 

 

48.33% 

 

62 

 

51.67% 

I enjoy the activities of our English 
class more other classes. 

 

45 

 

37.5% 

 

75 

 

62.5% 

 

I think my English class is boring. 

 

64 

 

53.33% 

 

56 

 

46.67% 

English is a very important part of 
the school programme. 

 

55 

 

45.83% 

 

65 

 

54.17% 

When I have a problem 
understanding something in my 
English class, I always ask my 
teacher for help. 

 

47 

 

39.17% 

 

64 

 

60.33% 

I tend to give up and not pay 
attention when I don’t understand 
my English teacher’s explanation 
of something. 

 

75 

 

62.5% 

 

45 

 

37.5% 
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Table 3 shows that 65% of students disagreed that their English teacher has a dynamic 
and interesting teaching style. About 63 % of students do not enjoy the activities of their 
English class and do not pay attention when they don’t understand the teacher’s 
explanation. 60.33 % of students do not ask for the teacher’s help whenever they have a 
problem understanding something. 

From Table 3, it can be interpreted that the students do not find the teaching style 
interesting. They do not enjoy the classroom activities and do not ask teachers to help 
them understand the lesson. 

Table 4  

Factor Agree Disagree 

Anxiety in learning ESL No of students Percentage No of students Percentage 

I feel very much at ease when i 
have to speak english. 

 

12 

 

10% 

 

108 

 

90% 

 

I get confused and worried if i 
had to speak in english. 

 

98 

 

81.67% 

 

22 

 

18.33% 

I feel confident when asked to 
speak in my english class. 

 

08 

 

6.67% 

 

112 

 

93.33% 

I  feel afraid that my teacher will 
point out my mistakes when i 
speak in english. 

 

100 

 

83.33% 

 

20 

 

16.66% 

I get anxious that the other 
students in the class will laugh at 
me when i speak english. 

 

100 

 

83.33% 

 

20 

 

16.66% 

 

Table 4 shows that 93.33 % of students agreed to get nervous and do not feel confident 
while speaking English. 83.33% of students feel afraid to speak because their mistakes 
will be pointed out and others will laugh at them.  

From Table 4, it can be interpreted that almost all the students get nervous and are not 
confident while speaking English. Most of the students fear that the teacher will point out 
their mistakes and other students will laugh at them. 
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Results and discussion 

The findings of the present study highlight that the students have a positive attitude 
towards learning ESL. They know the need and importance of English in today's world 
and have a strong desire to speak in English and learn the language effectively. But it is 
found that the students are not highly motivated to learn the language. A significant 
finding of the study reveals that the students suffer from anxiety to communicate for the 
fear of making mistakes and negative feedback. Thus they lose interest in learning the 
language. Reece & Walker (1997 as cited in Gomleksiz 2001), express motivation as a 
key factor in the second language learning process. They stress that a less able student 
who is highly motivated can achieve greater success than the more intelligent student 
who is not well motivated. Hence, the importance of the teacher factor in having a high 
level of motivation in second language acquisition cannot be neglected. The task of the 
teacher is to motivate the learners to create an effective teaching-learning environment. 
ESL teachers should give positive feedback and try to build up their confidence in using 
the language in classroom situations. The choice of teaching methods and strategies 
affects the motivation and interest of the student. An interesting class always keeps the 
learners motivated. They look forward to learning the language and even use it beyond 
the classroom. Developing intrinsic motivation is very essential for students to develop a 
positive attitude and stay motivated to learn the second language (Oroujlou & Vahedi, 
2011).  
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