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To begin with, a story …

The NewsAn Nuacht



Moral of the story …
▪ To be an effective language learner, being 

‘autonomous’ may not be enough 
▪ We also need to be able to deal strategically 

with problems and challenges in our learning 

➢ What role does motivation play in all of this? 
➢ How can teachers help foster this 

motivation?



Motivation and autonomy

▪ ‘Autonomous language learners are by 
definition motivated learners’ (Ushioda 
1996) 

▪ Which comes first, autonomy or 
motivation? (e.g. Spratt, Humphreys & 
Chan 2002) 

▪ What are your thoughts?



Which comes first?
▪ It depends … 

– … on which sense of ‘autonomy’ we mean 

– Lamb (2007) ‘Which came first – the worm 
or the cocoon?’ Independence 49, 28-29.



AUTONOMY 1
▪ Sense of personal agency, freedom, self-determination 
▪ When we feel free to make our own choices and 

decisions 
▪ When we feel that our motivation is not being 

controlled by other people but is internally driven 
▪ AUTONOMY 1 is a prerequisite for ‘motivation from 

within’ (Deci 1996)



But …
▪ AUTONOMY 1 is not enough 
▪ May not lead to effective forms of learning 
▪ May mean we just do things we like doing 

(e.g. what’s fun and enjoyable) 
▪ May not lead us to deal strategically with 

problems and challenges in our learning



AUTONOMY 2
▪ Taking responsibility for, managing and 

regulating our learning 
▪ Exercising metacognitive skills and strategies 
▪ Dealing with problems and challenges in our 

learning 
➢ Learner autonomy 
➢ Language learner autonomy (Little 2007)



Learner autonomy

▪ A willingness to take 
charge of one’s learning 

▪ A psychological capacity 
for ‘detachment, critical 
reflection, decision-
making, and independent 
action’ (Little 1991:4) 

▪ Metacognitive ability to 
self-regulate one’s 
learning



AUTONOMY 2 (or learner 
autonomy) ...
Metacogni
tive skills 

and 
strategic 
thinking 

processes

Motivatio
n or 

willingnes
s to apply 

and 
control 
thinking 

processes

will and skill  
(McCombs & Marzano 
1990)

willingness and ability (Littlewood 
1996)



Integrating both concepts of 
autonomy …

AUTONOMY 1 
(psychologica

l sense of 
personal 
agency)

Self-
determined 

forms of 
motivation 
from within

AUTONOMY 2 
(metacogniti
ve sense of 

self-
regulated 
learning)

(Ushioda 2014)

So, if language learners need to feel autonomous in order 
to feel motivated in order to exercise language learner 
autonomy … … what pedagogical implications does this have for 

fostering motivation?



Two pedagogical implications for 
motivation

1. The need to foster 
‘motivation from 
within’ (AUTONOMY 1) 

2. The need to foster 
motivation or 
willingness to apply 
metacognitive effort 
(AUTONOMY 2)



Motivating from within
When it comes to issues of motivation, people 
always seem to want techniques for motivating 
[...].  
The truth is that there are no techniques that 
will motivate people or make them autonomous. 
Motivation must come from within, not from 
techniques. It comes from their deciding they 
are ready to take responsibility for managing 
themselves.  

(Deci 1996: 194)



The problem with motivating ‘from 
the outside’…

▪ Locker-room motivational pep 
talks by sports team coach or 
manager 

▪ Performance-related pay and 
bonuses to motivate employees 
in the workplace 

▪ Grades, prizes, gold stars as 
motivational incentives in the 
classroom 

▪ Threats, pressures, punishment …



Motivating ‘from the outside’ may lead to …

▪ Dependence 
▪ Compliance 
▪ Obedience 
▪ Fear 
▪ Resistance 
▪ Defiance 
▪ … 
▪ Rather than healthy forms of (self-)motivation



Motivating from within …

The proper question is not ‘how can people 
motivate others?’ but rather,  
‘how can people create the conditions within 
which others will motivate themselves?’  

(Deci 1996: 10)



Creating the conditions for motivation from 
within …

By promoting AUTONOMY 1: 
– Enabling full participation in the social setting 

(experiences, opportunities, activities) 
– Engaging students’ own interests and preferences 
– Involving students in making choices and 

decisions within this setting (‘choosing from the 
menu’) 

– Promoting responsibility (we become responsible 
for the consequences of our own choices and 
decisions)



Towards educational goals and values

AUTONO
MY 1

motivatio
n

educatio
nal goals 
& values

Students’ readiness to internalise curricular goals and 
values depends to a large extent on the degree to 
which the social learning environment supports their 
sense of autonomy and involves them in making some 
of the choices and decisions that shape their learning 
(Ryan et al. 1992)
Supporting students’ sense of autonomy helps create 
the conditions within which they will become self-
motivated



But … 

▪ Is there a tension between 
– promoting people’s sense of autonomy (and internal 

motivation) 
– orchestrating the conditions so that they ‘think’ they 

are acting in autonomous and self-motivated ways? 
▪ Is this a subtle form of ‘psychological manipulation’ … by 

teachers and by those of us in authority



Nudge theory

▪ Insights from the field of behavioural economics 
▪ Thaler & Sunstein 2008: Nudge: Improving 

decisions about health, wealth and happiness 
▪ Based on Nobel prize-winning work of Israeli-

American psychologists Daniel Kahneman and 
Amos Tversky 

▪ Not so much ‘manipulating’ people’s behaviours 
as nudging them (indirectly and paternalistically) 
to make optimal choices, while leaving them free 
to act with autonomy



What is a nudge?

A nudge, as we will use the 
term, is any aspect of the choice 
architecture that alters people’s 
behavior in a predictable way 
without forbidding any options 
or significantly changing their 
economic incentives. 

[Thaler & Sunstein 2008: 6]



Nudge examples

Putting fresh fruit 
at eye level in 
cafeterias and self-
service restaurants 
– to promote 
healthy eating 
choices



Nudge examples

Installing motion-
sensor piano keys in 
the steps of a staircase 
at a Stockholm metro 
station – to encourage 
people to climb the 
stairs rather than use 
the escalator 



Nudge examples

Etching the image of a 
housefly into the men’s 
toilets at Amsterdam 
Schiphol Airport –  
to improve aim (and 
hygiene)



The ethics of nudging … as teachers …

▪ Does nudge theory offer a principled approach 
to encouraging language learners to make ‘wise’ 
choices and pursue optimal (desirable) goals in 
a self-motivated and autonomous way (i.e. 
motivation from within)? 

▪ If so, how might we apply nudge theory as 
teachers? 

▪ Or is nudging just another form of psychological 
manipulation?



Ethics of nudge-based strategies in 
education …

▪ Teachers have a moral responsibility to guide 
students towards making optimal learning choices 

▪ Justifiable to arrange ‘choice architecture’ to 
nudge students’ motivation in the right direction 

▪ Or not … ?? 
▪ Should teachers be more explicit about ‘nudging’ 

strategies they use? 
▪ Is it more ethical for students to be told what 

choices they should make?



Two pedagogical implications for 
motivation

1. The need to foster 
‘motivation from 
within’ (AUTONOMY 1) 

2. The need to foster 
motivation or 
willingness to apply 
metacognitive effort 
(AUTONOMY 2)



Why AUTONOMY 1 and ‘motivation 
from within’ are not enough …
▪ May not necessarily lead to effective forms of 

learning 
▪ May mean we just do things we like doing (intrinsic 

motivation, enjoyable learning activities) 
▪ May not motivate engagement with cognitively and 

linguistically challenging aspects of language 
learning 

▪ May not motivate willingness to apply metacognitive 
effort and exercise language learner autonomy 
(AUTONOMY 2)



AUTONOMY 2 (or learner 
autonomy) ...
Metacogni
tive skills 

and 
strategic 
thinking 

processes

Motivatio
n or 

willingnes
s to apply 

and 
control 
thinking 

processes

will and skill  
(McCombs & Marzano 
1990)

willingness and ability (Littlewood 
1996)



Fostering motivation to apply 
metacognitive effort

(Ushioda 2003, 2007, 
2014)

▪ Through problem-focused dialogue or 
talk 
– Helps make metacognitive thinking 

processes explicit 
▪ Vygotskian sociocultural theory 

(Vygotsky 1978)



Sociocultural theory of mind
Goal of all learning is 
independent 
problem-solving

Achieved through 
social-interactive 
process of joint 
problem-solving

Role of talk or dialogue



One approach to dialogic scaffolding

▪ Modelling specific self-verbalisations – 
e.g. 
– Okay, the first thing we need to ask 

ourselves is … 
– Next, we need to work out a plan … 
– Then we can focus on … 

▪ E.g. an example from learning to drive: 
– Remember – kids, cats and dogs, no 

special order



Alternative approach to 
scaffolding
▪ Transferring the control of 

the dialogue to the learner 
(Diaz et al. 1990; Hadney et 
al. 2005) 

▪ Using relinquishing strategies 
(Diaz et al.) which encourage 
and motivate learners to do 
the thinking and 
troubleshooting



Relinquishing strategies
▪ Asking conceptual questions 

– What do you understand to be the 
key message in this paragraph? 

– How do you think these two words 
differ in meaning? 

▪ Rather than perceptual questions 
– Is this word singular or plural? 

▪ Or directive questions 
– Can you write that down?



Relinquishing strategies
▪ Verbal encouragement and praise 

– Good, you’re nearly there! 
▪ Direct relinquishing of regulatory role to the 

learner 
– So now go ahead and talk me through the next 

bit



Through dialogic scaffolding …

We can motivate 
learners to apply 
metacognitive effort 
to think through 
problems and 
challenges in their 
learning journey 
(AUTONOMY 2)



To conclude …
To motivate 

language learner 
autonomy and 
metacognitive 

effort 
(AUTONOMY 2)We need to foster 

motivation from 
within and create 

the conditions 
within which 
learners will 

motivate 
themselvesBy involving them 

in making choices 
and decisions and 
supporting their 

sense of 
AUTONOMY 1



But …

In allowing learners 
to make their own 

choices and 
decisions 

(AUTONOMY 1)

To what extent 
should we arrange 
(manipulate) the 

‘choice 
architecture’ to 

motivate (nudge) 
the ‘right’ choices 

and decisions?



Thank 
you!


