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1. INTRODUCTION 

 

Once you go to college, everything will be fine. It is a common saying that Korean 

students would hear from their parents and teachers throughout high school. Nonetheless, 

college students still need to continue studying to be qualified to put themselves out on the 

job market. One of the qualifications would be English skills. 

English is a foreign language (hereafter L2) that has become one of the essential skills in 

Korea. It is a global language that is also a basic tool and prerequisite for being qualified and 

competitive in society regardless of one’s college major (An & Lee, 2021; S. Kim, 2015). It 

is almost a chain of learning English even post-college no matter what individuals do for 

work (Hyun & Kim, 2013). That is, the learning periods extend from preparing for in-house 

exams, the College Scholastic Ability Test (henceforth CSAT), and college admission in 

secondary schools to further studies and employment during college. In this sense, it is 

significant to retain L2 learners’ motivation to not identify themselves as test-takers (S. Kim, 

2013) or stay amotivated (Oh & Kim, 2022). 

Korean learners of English are under a lot of stress and pressure due to the nature of an 

English as a Foreign Language (hereafter EFL) context in which English is taught as an 

essential school subject (cf. Suzuki & Childs, 2016). As described in T.-Y. Kim (2006), 

‘competitive motivation’ also captures the essence of learning English in Korea. It is a 

concept similar to instrumental orientation induced by external sources, but it is more like 

one’s “aspirations to occupy a superior position in life and to be evaluated positively by 

others” (p. 175). Moreover, English has held its sociocultural place in Korea (T.-Y. Kim, 

2015). For example, English is regarded as insurance for the future, whether or not one 

chooses to use it. The learners’ surroundings, such as parents, peers, and society, project 

their aspirations and expectations onto them. English is also a cultural capital because 

knowing the language secures success in life. It might grow into hakbul, or private education 

in that the cultural capital is vital for having a superior culture and prosperity received by 

society. 

L2 learning encompasses cognitive and affective domains. It is also a challenging process 

for the learners to learn and master an L2. Also, successful L2 learning would not be possible 

without sufficient L2 motivation, which can and does fluctuate over the course (Consoli, 

2020; Dörnyei, 2019; Dörnyei & Ryan, 2015). According to Dörnyei and Ryan (2015, p. 72), 

“even individuals with the most remarkable abilities cannot accomplish long-term goals, and 

neither are appropriate curricula or good teaching enough on their own to ensure student 

achievement.” It is assumed that the stress and pressure are universal and massively 

experienced among Korean learners of English. Then, Korea is an English learning context 

that is interwoven with different factors, which calls for a way to thoroughly understand its 

L2 learners and motivation. 
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This paper is inspired by the original data gathered for the author’s doctoral thesis since 

almost all the participants revealed the external influence of their English learning (i.e., 

ought-to L2 self) without much hesitation (cf. An & Lee, 2021; Kormos & Csizér, 2008). 

Hence, the ought-to L2 self would be detected in a detailed manner if the sole research focus 

lies on the particular self and its pertinent aspects (cf. Jang, 2022; Lanvers, 2016). In this 

vein, this study also aims to understand college English majors’ L2 (de)motivation by 

centering on how and to what extent the participants identified their ought-to L2 self and its 

influence. 

 

 

2. LITERATURE REVIEW 

 

2.1. L2 Motivational Self System 

 

To understand L2 motivation in a more contemporary manner, Dörnyei (2005, 2009) 

centered on the ‘self’ and coined ‘L2 motivational self system’ (henceforth L2MSS). The 

L2MSS is a future-oriented model that has gained its validity for accepting L2 motivation as 

being dynamic and capable of imagery (Dörnyei, 2010). Taking account of the self in the 

past, present, and future, possible selves theory (Markus & Nurius, 1986) and self-

discrepancy theory (Higgins, 1987) are the basis of the L2MSS. 

In possible selves theory, the overall self embodies “individuals’ ideas of what they might 

become, what they would like to become, and what they are afraid of becoming” and 

establishes “a conceptual link between cognition and motivation” (Markus & Nurius, 1986, 

p. 954). Then, one might compare different selves to the point where “the direct result of 

previous social comparisons in which the individual’s own thoughts, feelings, characteristics, 

and behaviors have been contrasted to those of salient others” (p. 954). There is also a potent 

link between possible selves and goals or behaviors since the focus is on the future (Hoyle 

& Sherrill, 2006; Lee & Oyserman, 2009; Pizzolato, 2006). In this way, individualization 

and personalization are also decisive for “the potential for growth and change, and all the 

values that are attached to these possible future states” (Markus & Nurius, 1986, p. 957). 

Self-concept and self-guides are the basic notions to grasp Higgins’ (1987) self-

discrepancy theory as the former represents the present and actual self (e.g., actual/own, 

actual/other), whereas the latter represents the future and desired self (e.g., ideal/own, 

ideal/other, ought/own, ought/other). Hence, motivation to accomplish goals stems from 

acknowledging and trying to reduce these gaps or discrepancies one might possess since “we 

are motivated to reach a condition where our self-concept matches our personally relevant 

self-guides” (p. 321). It is proposed that individuals differ in terms of which self-guides they 

are motivated to have as they may have only ideal or ought ones. Also, different emotions 
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accompany the discrepancies depending on the outcomes. For instance, dissatisfaction, 

disappointment, and sadness for the absence of positive outcomes; and fear, threat, and 

edginess for the possibilities of negative outcomes. 

As a tripartite framework, fundamental constructs in the L2MSS are the ideal L2 self, 

ought-to L2 self, and L2 learning experience (Dörnyei, 2005, 2009). The ideal L2 self is 

portrayed as the hope the L2 learner would like to become, and this hope could be speaking 

fluent English to communicate with foreigners or give a presentation at work. On the other 

hand, the ought-to L2 self is described as obligations and duties onto the L2 learners 

anticipated by their surroundings such as parents, teachers, or society. Examples would be 

studying English because other people think it is important or failing to learn English would 

let others down. The last component of the L2MSS is the L2 learning experience, which is 

the direct and holistic experience of the L2 learners such as curriculum, peers in class, or 

teacher’s teaching styles. Dörnyei (2019) recently proposed understanding the L2 learning 

experience as engagement since L2 learning and motivation are dynamic. 

 

2.2. Previous Studies on Ought-to L2 Self 

 

Both the ideal L2 self and ought-to L2 self are future self-guides to regulate behaviors. 

However, studies have not been well balanced between the selves since the ideal L2 self has 

gained much more focus. The ideal L2 self is regarded as a broader concept to encompass 

integrativeness and instrumentality in a more current globalized context in which the 

integration to a certain L2 community seems not clear (Dörnyei & Al-Hoorie, 2017; Lamb, 

2004; Ryan, 2009; Ushioda, 2011). On the contrary, the ought-to L2 self is frequently 

regarded as less or not fully internalized than the ideal L2 self in terms of goals and L2 

motivation (T.-Y. Kim, 2010, 2012; Kwon, 2022). Still, different external or other stimuli 

should be systematically probed regarding the contextual influences on L2 motivation 

(Lanvers, 2016; You & Dörnyei, 2016). 

Also, in their original conception (Dörnyei, 2009), the ideal L2 self is more promotion-

focused for representing hopes and desires, whereas the ought-to L2 self is more prevention-

focused in that one should meet expectations and avoid negative outcomes. Nevertheless, 

the ought-to L2 self may serve a dual role as promotion- and prevention-focused since the 

L2 learners would put effort into accomplishing their goals and not just settle for facing 

failure or fear of it (Chen, 2012; Quinto & Castillo, 2016). 

Still, studies attempted to find the role and validity of the ought-to L2 self along with other 

L2 motivational components, rather than it being the sole focus of research. The data of 489 

Korean secondary school students’ L2 motivation were examined by structural equation 

modeling in K. J. Kim (2016). The ideal L2 self was the most contributing to middle school 

students’ L2 learning, while it was the ought-to L2 self to that of high school students. That 
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is, middle schoolers could visualize and be motivated to exhibit L2 learning behaviors by 

the ideal L2 self, whereas high schoolers were more prone to others’ views in terms of 

responsibility shown to the learners’ surroundings. Another structural equation modeling 

was run in Cho (2016) as it administered a questionnaire to 109 high schoolers and 72 

undergraduates in Korea. The study demonstrated that both the ideal L2 self and L2 learning 

experience could predict the participants’ intended effort. Also, the ought-to L2 self might 

be transformed into the ideal L2 self by internalization and personalization if English 

education in Korean could “help language learners internalize such prevalent external values 

and expectations in a way that is meaningful and relevant to them” (p. 45). As a mixed-

methods study, Magid (2009) investigated the L2MSS of 1,154 Chinese middle school and 

university students through a questionnaire and structural equation modeling and then ten 

additional cases of undergraduates through an interview process. One of the most significant 

findings indicated that Chinese society took a substantial part in deciding its people and their 

behavior regarding family, responsibility, and pressure even when learning English (cf. T.-

Y. Kim, 2015). 

Oftentimes, the ought-to L2 self was the weaker predictor of L2 motivation. In Kormos 

and Csizér (2008), the L2MSS was only partially robust when administering a questionnaire 

to 623 Hungarian learners of English among three different age groups (i.e., secondary, 

university, and adults). The statistical analyses revealed that the ideal L2 self and L2 learning 

attitudes were the features to understand the Hungarian learners’ L2 motivation, whereas the 

ought-to L2 self and instrumentality needed to be reconsidered due to their weakness. 

Similarly, Rajab, Far, and Etemadzadeh (2012) examined 308 first- and final-year Iranian 

university students majoring in Teaching English as a Second Language by a questionnaire 

administration and correlation analysis. The ought-to L2 self and instrumentality (prevention) 

were the weak features since they demonstrated “the insignificant role played by obligation 

in learning English or the fear of negative results” (p. 423). Moreover, the ought-to L2 self 

did not affect intended effort in that utilitarian, practical, or pragmatic aspects seemed rather 

unrelated to learning English. 

Yet, there was some research that validated the role and reliability of the ought-to L2 self. 

In Jang (2022), 290 Korean EFL college students who took an obligatory English course 

were recruited to participate in a questionnaire confirming their ought self-guides of different 

standpoints (i.e., own, others, and Dörnyei (2005, 2009)’s original concept) (cf. Teimouri, 

2017). A set of regression analyses discovered that ‘own’ could predict the participants’ self-

regulatory focus, achievement goals, and classroom learning behavior. On the other hand, 

‘others’ did not show its impact on the students’ behavior or effort; but mostly had some 

relevance to prevention-focus, performance-approach, and performance-avoidance goals. 

Quinto and Castillo (2016) also explored the future self-guides of ten Timorese university 

learners of English in the Philippines by a free writing activity and focus-group discussion. 
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This qualitative research found out that the ought-to L2 self maintained its position as the 

more influential future self-guide since it “revolved around the instrumentality of learning 

English in achieving personal goals and communicating with others” (p. 78). 

 

2.3. Previous Studies on L2 Motivation and Demotivation in Korea 

 

Recent L2 motivation studies conducted in Korea have taken into account L2 

demotivation as well. Kim and Oh (2022) attempted to figure out how L2 motivation had 

changed among 41 Korean university students through a retrospective motigraph and 

autobiographic essays. Although the participants of the study were majoring in English 

Education, their L2 motivational intensity varied as the data revealed their L2 motivation 

fluctuated over the past ten years of L2 learning in elementary and secondary schools. 

Negative L2 learning experiences and their associated emotions (e.g., pressure, skepticism, 

frustration) were the primary factors in demotivating the learners. Oh and Kim (2022) 

grouped six university students who shared English Education as their college major into 

two levels of L2 motivation (i.e., stronger and weaker). The study used a set of data 

collection methods—reflective essay, motigraph, and interview—to identify how their 

motivation had changed from when they first started learning English in Grade 3 until they 

took the CSAT in Grade 12. One of the findings indicated that those in the weak motivation 

group were able to be remotivated by external influences such as their L2 learning 

environment and the people around them. Park (2022) pointed out that the social atmosphere 

was massive in demotivating Korean university students’ learning English by administering 

a questionnaire to 143 participants of different majors. Social pressure turned out to be one 

of the most demotivating factors in that the study called for a shift in such an atmosphere to 

be developed into a more efficient L2 learning environment for both learners and their 

teachers (cf. An & Lee, 2021). 

 

2.4. Research Questions 

 

This paper generates two research questions to investigate the effects of the ought-to L2 

self perceived by college English major students. The research questions are: 

1) To what extent does the ought-to L2 self explain L2 motivation of the participants? 

2) To what extent does the ought-to L2 self explain L2 demotivation of the participants? 

 

 

3. METHODOLOGY 

 

3.1. Research Context 
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The study was conducted at A University, a junior college for female students located in 

Seoul. The English Department of the research site offered two separate two-year (i.e., four-

semester) programs for each degree—associate and bachelor’s degree. The students could 

take either a normal (i.e., associate degree) or optional (i.e., bachelor’s degree) program in a 

single institute to learn English for the workplace as well as English for communication. For 

example, one might take the normal course to graduate with an associate degree or apply for 

the optional course to pursue a bachelor’s degree once she has received an associate degree 

or has an equivalent one. 

The English Department at A University had a diverse group of students regarding their 

background such as secondary education—whether they graduated from a high school 

(general or vocational) or took a qualification exam equivalent to a high school diploma. 

Moreover, each student’s proficiency in, level of, and interest in English were varied, 

although the research context was full of English majors (cf. Kim & Oh, 2022). 

 

3.2. Participants 

 

The participants of this paper were majoring in English and enrolled at A University in 

Phase 2 of data collection. At the end of the questionnaire administration (Phase 1), the 

students were asked to show their interest in volunteering for two interviews (Phase 2), 

which resulted in 59 participants for the first phase and 31 for the second. 

As the participants gave their GPAs for the previous semester and the types of high 

schools they went to in the questionnaire, the researcher could use it as the basic information 

to prepare for the first round of interviews. Most of the participants were first- and second-

year students; the majority earned a grade between 3.00 and 3.99 and graduated from a 

general high school. Table 1 summarizes the participants at the time of the first interviews. 

 

TABLE 1 

Details of the Participants in the First Round of Interviews (N = 59) 

School Year 1 2 3 4 

n 29 24 3 3 

GPA 4.00 
–4.50 

3.00 
–3.99 

2.00 
–2.99 

1.00 
–1.99 

n 11 36 9 3 

High School Type General Vocational Qualification exam 
equivalent to a 

high school 
diploma 

n 52 5 2 

 

Even though the interviewees’ background information varied, the reduced number in the 
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second round of interviews was largely because most of them graduated or applied for a 

leave of absence from school after the first round. Additionally, the relatively small number 

of third- and fourth-year students were due to two main reasons. First, the optional bachelor’s 

program divided students into one class each for third- and fourth-year students, usually 

consisting of about 15 students. Second, only those who completed the two years of the 

normal course at the research site were recruited. 

Each participant was provided with a pseudonym to ensure anonymity in the selected 

excerpts in the next chapter. Also, most first- and third-year participants in the first 

interviews agreed to participate in the second phase as they became second- and fourth-year 

students. For instance, a first-year student would be identified as ‘Year 1’ in her first 

interview and as ‘Year 1 → Year 2’ in the second. 

 

3.3. Interviews 

 

The participants’ insight on and understanding of their L2 motivation as college English 

majors were of utmost significance for the study. During Phase 2 of data collection, two 

interviews were coordinated in order to cover all four school years and lighten the burden of 

the participants (e.g., job-seeking activities). As it was believed that the students might have 

had similar experiences in school, those who continued studying in the research context 

progressed from the first interviews in the fall semester (November 2018) to the second ones 

in the spring semester (May 2019). Thus, the second round of interviews was chiefly carried 

out to observe any changes over time and confirm their responses in the first round as the 

participants advanced to the higher school year. Table 2 details the timeline. 

 

TABLE 2 

Interview Timeline 

Interview First Interview Second Interview 

Time November 2018 May 2019 

Duration November 5th 

–December 6th 

May 7th 

–June 5th 

The Number of Participants 59 Students 31 Students 

The Details of Participants Fall Semester 
Years 1 & 3 (Second Semester) 
Years 2 & 4 (Fourth and Final 

Semester) 

Spring Semester 
Year 1 → Year 2 
Year 2 → Year 3 
Year 3 → Year 4 

 

Simply put, a one-on-one semi-structured interview method was adopted. The researcher 

strove to seek more chances of “negotiation, discussion and expansion of the interviewee’s 

responses” (Mann, 2016, p. 91), not “ready-made response categories that would limit the 

depth and breadth of the respondent’s story” (Dörnyei, 2007, p. 136). Besides, to secure 
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some structure in the interviews, organized was the guide for each interview based on the 

questionnaire items about L2 motivation. The primary scales were intended effort, 

instrumentality (promotion), and the three elements of L2MSS—ideal L2 self, ought-to L2 

self, and L2 learning experience. Some interview questions are also presented in Table 3. 

Moreover, several variables relevant to the L2 learning experience scale were incorporated 

into and covered as prompts for a set of questions in the first interviews. There were nine L2 

learning experience variables addressed to the participants to reveal the context and L2 

(de)motivation behind how and where they had continued their L2 learning (cf. T.-Y. Kim, 

2012). The variables addressed were: 

 

1. Professors 

2. Professors’ teaching styles 

3. Class size (the number of students) 

4. Class hour 

5. Class content 

6. Class materials; textbooks 

7. School and classroom facilities 

8. Peers in class 

9. Others (please specify) 

 

TABLE 3 

Sample Interview Questions 

Scales First Interview Second Interview 

Intended Effort Could you give me an 
example where you worked 

hard in college? 

In terms of effort, how would 
you describe the degree of 
your effort compared to the 

last semester? 

Instrumentality (Promotion) Could you explain how useful 
English is for you in detail? 

Do you still think English is 
essential and useful as you did 

in the first interview? 

Ideal L2 Self Where do you see yourself in 
five years as a junior college 

English major? 

Do you still have the ideal L2 
self you mentioned six months 

ago, or have the selves 
changed over a semester? 

Ought-to L2 Self Who or what mainly affects 
your learning English as a 

junior college English major? 

Do you still have the ought-to 
L2 self you mentioned six 

months ago, or have the selves 
changed over a semester? 

L2 Learning Experience How much do you like 
studying English as a junior 

college English major? 

How much are you currently 
satisfied with your English 

learning in school? 

 

To put it together, the two interviews were an act of reflection and interaction between the 
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participants and researcher to find opportunities of expressing identities as the interviewees 

and interviewer (Mann, 2016). 

 

3.4. Data Collection and Analysis 

 

Following the ethical permission sought from the researcher’s institution, the pilot study 

and the questionnaire administration for the main study took place in early and mid-

September 2018, respectively. Then, the researcher personally contacted those willing to join 

in the interviews after each midterm exam week. It was to minimize any possible anxiety or 

pressure that may have influenced the interviews and safeguard a more cordial environment 

for them to take place. In this respect, the researcher could spare about four weeks to review 

the responses from the questionnaire and polish the interview guides. All interviews in Phase 

2 were generally about 25 to 30 minutes in Korean within different places in the research 

site. Each interview began with their consent to be recorded by the researcher once again to 

make sure they were still willing to proceed although it was asked in Phase 1. Also, the 

participants were told that they could ask any questions or withdraw if needed. 

Once each interview was completed, the researcher started transcribing the interview data 

to record what she had encountered as much as possible. Each transcription was read and 

reread multiple times before being translated into English. The total words in the 

transcriptions amounted to a corpus of approximately 144,438 Korean words. To deal with 

a considerable amount of verbal data, ATLAS.ti 8 was chosen as the computer-assisted 

qualitative data analysis software. Qualitative thematic analysis was adopted for this paper 

to capture key ‘ought-to L2 self’ themes within the data. In this data-led analysis, the steps 

of first and second cycle coding were primary in generating codes from initial patterns to 

meaningful and reappearing ones (Miles, Huberman, & Saldaña, 2014). 

 

 

4. FINDINGS 

 

The following section reveals to what extent the ought-to L2 self affected college English 

major students’ L2 motivation and demotivation. Several excerpts were selected to answer 

the research questions. Also, some interventions made by the researcher during the 

interviews, such as clarifying questions, will be kept in parentheses. 

 

4.1. Learning English Is What Others Want, but I Can Manage It 

 

The sources of others’ expectations varied; it was whether the ought-to L2 self was 

manageable that facilitated the participants’ L2 motivation. 
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4.1.1. Optimal level of care, attention, and expectations 

 

Some participants valued others’ expectations as signs of care and attention, which 

eventually yielded their L2 motivation. In this case, the level of care, attention, and 

expectations was sufficient or even optimal. The participants’ surroundings, especially those 

who shared similar experiences of learning English as college students, made intervention 

for promoting their L2 motivation. 

 

Excerpt 1 (Joo, Year 2, Interview 1) 

My older sister also graduated from here, from this department and this 

school. I decided to come to this school thinking I might do well as much as 

my sister did well here. And I chose to study Trade English more, thinking 

it’s something I can be good at. It’s also because she’s working in a trade 

company. (I see. So, do you want to measure up to her?) Yes. She did very 

well. And we usually take TOEIC or other exams together. Also, for the 

Trade English Certificate. She’s preparing for Level 1, and I’m preparing for 

Level 2. I get a lot of influence from her because we usually study together. 

(Okay. Does she say anything to you? Like, what to study or when to study?) 

Yeah. She always asks, ‘Are you gonna study with me?’ 

 

Excerpt 2 (Eun, Year 1, Interview 1) 

My older sister lived in the States. She also studied English Language and 

Literature in a university, so she is really good at English. She just looked so 

cool, and it was why I fell in love with English in the first place. However, I 

think she doesn’t like my English cause she’s so good at it. She’s like, 

‘What’s wrong with your pronunciation?’ or ‘Why are you so bad?’ Then, I 

get annoyed and talk back to her saying, ‘You were in the States!’ It happens 

all the time, but I don’t really care about it now. I mean, I’m studying English 

much harder because I don’t want to hear things like that from her anymore. 

But at the same time, if I ask some things I don’t know, she teaches me. … 

She’s also doing some tutoring, so she always sends me stuff after she’s done 

with sessions. She puts everything together for me to study almost every day, 

like, ‘You should study, too.’ I’m really thankful to have her to help me study 

English. I think I’m just thankful. 

 

The expectations were manageable for Joo (Excerpt 1) and Eun (Excerpt 2) to keep putting 

effort into their L2 learning. They received care and attention, which influenced their goals 

and behaviors, from their surroundings such as their sisters who were also college English 
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majors. In this regard, Joo decided what to do after graduation and sat exams for her future 

career; and Eun studied English much more than before. 

 

4.1.2. Implicit expectations in class 

 

Several students were aware and conscious of each other’s implicit expectations in the 

classroom. For example, competitiveness was one of the influences that was connoted with 

greater effort exertion. 

 

Excerpt 3 (Lin, Year 2, Interview 1) 

What I was concerned about at first was that it could’ve been standardized 

downward because the class content is quite easy. But my friends are very 

hardworking and get quite good grades. And I can work hard and be more 

worried about it in a good way thanks to them. 

 

Excerpt 4 (Hyun, Year 3, Interview 1) 

I’ve got more competitive than before because my peers in class now are 

really hardworking. And we push each other as we learn together. It’s all 

about this good competitiveness. In turn, I also get to enjoy classes more. 

 

Excerpt 5 (Gain, Year 2, Interview 1) 

… When I came back [after a gap year], it feels like the whole class is doing 

things together. And I was surprised that they ask a lot of questions during 

class. Their attitudes are really good, so it makes things a little competitive. 

That they’re hardworking. I feel like I need to work hard, too. Get this 

motivation. … And I went back to school, the class atmosphere was so good. 

One of the professors even said that we are doing great in terms of the class 

atmosphere and attitudes. I guess it’s the biggest difference as I get back to 

school. This ‘I have to work really hard’ atmosphere. 

 

Lin in Excerpt 3 had some misinterpretations on the class content and its impact on her 

overall class in the beginning of her school. However, it was inferred that the atmosphere in 

which Lin and her classmates shared was what made her study harder and built a competitive 

learning atmosphere, despite her dual concerns. In a similar way, Hyun in Excerpt 4 and 

Gain in Excerpt 5 also mentioned the competitiveness implied in class because they felt, not 

heard. Hyun gained boosted competitiveness which eventually led her to enjoy class even 

more because the whole class, including herself, could collaborate or cooperate to boost their 

learning. As she returned to school after taking a gap year, Gain could also feel the class 
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dynamics and study motivation that she too needed to put more effort into her own learning. 

 

4.1.3. Accepted responsibilities 

 

Most interviewees’ responses included some aspects of the students’ responsibilities as 

English majors that were viewed and stereotyped by the general public. For instance, these 

responsibilities were personalized or actually experienced by the participants quite 

frequently. In the respect, the learners were determined to study English much harder and 

more autonomously. 

 

Excerpt 6 (Jee, Year 1 → Year 2, Interview 2) 

Way more, compared to last year. … I try to do at least one thing every day. 

Studying vocabulary or working on a page in the textbook. Vocabulary, for 

example, I have this routine of studying every night when I get home. Trying 

to study for a few more words. … Also, there’s this stereotype of English 

majors that most people tell you, ‘You must be good at English.’ And I don’t 

know if it’s just me, but I still care about what they think of me. … I now 

only think about myself to become what I would like to become; not what 

others would like me to. I think I should study harder to become the level of 

or have the proficiency of being able to teach others. … It’s not entirely about 

making a lot of money. I would like to work with English and spend more 

productive and useful time since I’ve spent time and put effort in learning 

English here as an English major. 

 

Excerpt 7 (Yoo, Year 1, Interview 1) 

A lot of people have this perception of English majors that they would speak 

and use English like a native. When I first started my part-time work, my 

boss asked me to speak English whenever we saw a foreign customer. I was 

once a bit taken aback. I got closer to this foreigner and talked to him quietly 

so only he could hear me. Because I wasn’t confident. There’s this pressure 

when you’re an English major. It’s prevalent in society that an English major 

has to have the same proficiency of a native. … You should at least be able 

to hold a conversation with foreigners in English if you’re an English major. 

… It is why I try to watch or listen to more English even when it’s not an 

exam period. There are many YouTube videos I want to watch, but I 

subscribe to channels to improve my pronunciation on a daily basis. I think 

I’m making a bit of effort every day because I’m studying English in college. 
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Excerpt 8 (Yoo, Year 1 → Year 2, Interview 2) 

It motivates me as an English major to study harder and more passionately 

as I see people in general, I mean, non-majors, work so hard to learn English. 

It’s a positive influence. ... These days, it got stronger so that I want to 

upgrade myself to live up to this social perception towards an English 

major. ... Six months ago, I thought I should get a job as soon as I graduated. 

But now, I think I changed my mind to study a little more or study abroad to 

gain some real experience in terms of English skills. … I think English is 

getting closer to me in my daily life. When I see something new in English, 

I just look it up, like, unconsciously. I think I’m trying to learn more English 

without me realizing it. 

 

Jee in Excerpt 6 settled down into a routine of studying English on her own with a stronger 

degree of effort. She still cared about others’ views, but she seemed to be getting more 

determined as she could concentrate more on herself and her own English learning during 

the second interview. Thinking she could bridge the gap between what others wanted from 

her and what she wanted for herself, the identity of an English major student was the core of 

Jee’s studying English. Comparably, Yoo in Excerpts 7 and 8 felt pressured and lacked 

confidence in the past with her boss judging her English proficiency based on her college 

major. Still, Yoo progressed to have stronger responsibilities towards her identity as an 

English major as she frequently experienced having a conversation with foreign customers 

in English at her part-time work. She preserved what she believed in and even reinforced her 

effort, identity, and responsibilities between the first interview and the second one. 

 

4.2. Learning English Is What Others Want and It Is Beyond My Control 

 

The ought-to L2 self may have caused less or no L2 motivation when the participants 

perceived it as beyond their control over their own L2 learning. 

 

4.2.1. Mismatch between care/attention and expectations 

 

Some participants still regarded others’ expectations as care and attention; however, the 

level of external influence was considerable or even too much to have caused some 

disagreements. In this regard, such type of care, attention, and expectations hindered the 

learners from generating or promoting their L2 motivation. 
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Excerpt 9 (Hye, Year 4, Interview 1) 

I lose whenever I fight with my dad. He listens to what I say, but it’s more 

like, he suggests almost everything … It was my father who actually made 

me think about studying English in the first place. So, it’s not like he does 

things for me, but he suggests things that I can’t even think of by myself. 

These aspects of studying English rather than methods. (These aspects?) My 

dad says things really straightforward. That I need a TOEIC score about this 

much and that I need to take extra TOEIC courses at a hagwon. And he 

blames me for not having done it. … My dad wants me to study English 

Language and Literature, but I want to do English Education [in a graduate 

school]. So, there is this gap because I’m not really interested in linguistics 

or literature. I think we fight a lot because my dad still wants me to study 

what he wants. 

 

Excerpt 10 (Bora, Year 2, Interview 1) 

I failed all six early admissions, but I didn’t want to spend another year for 

college prep. So, I came here cause English seemed compulsory and used 

everywhere. … I try really hard not to think about the others because my 

parents are too excessive. … I studied under the pressure and responsibility 

of having to go to a prestigious university and there was no other way. I think 

my parents planted this idea. … My dad still wants me to study to take 

another CSAT. And my mom worries so bad that I came to a junior college. 

Their words are too much even now. It’s like agony. I still don’t know what 

to do about it. 

 

The expectations surrounding Hye (Excerpt 9) and Bora (Excerpt 10) were not 

manageable and too high for the learners to decide what to do with their L2 learning. 

Learning English was determined by their significant others, such as their parent(s), even 

though both participants were adults and college students. The mismatch between external 

influences made Hye question her future as an English major; and Bora have negative 

feelings towards her overall English major identity. Also, the lack of L2 motivation for 

Bora’s current English learning seemed more evident because the care, attention, and 

expectations she received were considered quite excessive. 

 

4.2.2. Explicit expectations in class 

 

Several students were under others’ expectations that were explicitly conveyed in the 

classroom. Such expectations were based on others’ experience that were too far to reach for 
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the participants. In this case, the notion of ‘too far to reach’ was pertinent to distant or 

irrelevant goals to the students. 

 

Excerpt 11 (Jin, Year 1, Interview 1) 

When they tell us about these examples of our seniors [who graduated before 

us], they’re all about good cases. Unreal and hard to achieve. ... I start to feel 

lethargic a lot these days because every day is like, you take classes and 

exams and all of these again and again. It’s meaningless. I find it quite 

meaningless that I’m going to school. So, my attendance doesn’t look good 

this month [November], so I’m worried. 

 

Excerpt 12 (Hyo, Year 1, Interview 1) 

I have no choice but to study English because everyone uses English these 

days. It’s a must to learn English in Korea. (No choice but to?) I think it’s 

quite compulsory. We’ve already been brainwashed. English has become the 

language that you need when communicating with people from other 

countries. So, I’ve got this idea of English as a must all the time. And we’re 

also learned this from our professors because we haven’t really started our 

careers yet. I mean, they already know the society. How everything works 

and how important English is. 

 

Jin in Excerpt 11 was almost amotivated. As school was meaningless to her, Jin’s 

amotivation or low L2 motivation may have been debilitated by the distant goals that were 

frequently exposed to her without her knowing or agreement. Likewise, Hyo in Excerpt 12 

thought she had been implanted with some ideas. Although she mentioned English in Korean 

society and its compulsory nature, Hyo interpreted English and the act of learning it quite 

powerlessly or passively due to her comparatively insufficient life and work experience to 

understand how much the language would be needed. 

 

4.2.3. Absolute requirements 

 

It seemed common knowledge among the participants that English is one of the most 

essential requirements in Korea. However, the role of English in society may have been too 

overtly exaggerated to the learners. In particular, the English language became the social 

pressure for the learners to continue studying rather aimlessly. 
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Excerpt 13 (Arim, Year 1, Interview 1) 

It’s not like I chose to study English because I really like it. It’s become a 

very basic language. A lot of [work]places want you to be able to speak 

English as if it’s your mother tongue, so I thought I cannot be bad at it. I think 

it’s essential. 

 

Excerpt 14 (Chae, Year 1, Interview 1) 

I chose to major in English not because I wanted to, but because I can. … I 

study English every day and I read English every day [in school]. When I get 

home to do assignments, they’re all in English. Sometimes professors show 

us a movie for refreshment, and even that is in English. I think I’m getting a 

little exhausted. That’s why I don’t like learning English. (You’re exhausted?) 

((nod)) I’m in trouble. I have another year to go. I might not have studied 

English if Korean was a lingua franca. Nope. English is needed whenever 

[and wherever] you communicate with foreigners at work or on a trip. But I 

want to continue studying English just because it’s a lingua franca. I 

would’ve studied Korean or Chinese if one of the languages was a lingua 

franca. 

 

Excerpt 15 (Chae, Year 1 → Year 2, Interview 2) 

I don’t think I’m enjoying learning English now. I’m just doing it because I 

have to. … There’s no change. No matter where you go, English is the 

official language. It’s used by everyone and it’s a tool for having a 

conversation even if you don’t know other languages. Even if you don’t use 

English at work, you may have to talk to people in English. It’s just what you 

need. If Chinese is the same as English, I would be studying Chinese. 

 

Even though the participants were all English major college students, they decided to 

major in English not just because they wanted to. For instance, Arim in Excerpt 13 

understood the role of English in various fields as a requirement which she ‘cannot be bad 

at.’ It was why she needed to learn and study English under the pressure of mastering the 

language to a certain level as well. As in Excerpts 14 and 15, Chae’s responses also 

confirmed her view of and emotions and attitudes towards her learning English throughout 

two separate interviews. She maintained that studying English was what society wanted and 

needed because the specific language is a lingua franca. 
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5. DISCUSSION 

 

The participants in this paper were very much aware of the expectations of their L2 

learning from their surroundings. Others’ expectations originated from various sources such 

as one’s home, classroom, and society; yet, it was how they coped with their ought-to L2 

self that impacted their L2 learning, identity, and motivation. In other words, the findings 

revealed that it was how the participants managed to accept or reject their ought-to L2 self 

and its influences. Although the sources of the self might be from their family, classroom, 

and society, they were not at extreme opposites in the same way that motivating factors can 

also be demotivating ones (cf. T.-Y. Kim, 2012). 

When it comes to the actual people around the participants, their older sisters were not 

particularly role models or a source of pressure. Instead, they were advisers and more of 

companions with whom the participants would regularly study English, similar to the 

learners’ peers in class. Besides, the sisters’ existence and even their annoying words were 

a good influence (i.e., care and attention) on them since they were very much receptive to 

what they were told. They also shared the experience of majoring in English as college 

students. Likewise, the participants’ classmates were an indirect or hinted stimulus for them 

to go along with and study English much harder. These peers were relevant to modifying 

one’s duties in class such as creating a productively competitive and more pleasant learning 

environment. Although it was to avoid possible negative outcomes and gain a higher GPA 

(Excerpt 3), the learners tried to meet others’ expectations in an amicable manner because 

they felt gratitude and determination along the way (cf. Chen, 2012; Rajab et al., 2012). 

Overall, such types of the ought-to L2 self provided the participants with manageable 

expectations; in particular, the impetus to study English more rigorously. 

More than a few learners illustrated their responsibilities with regard to determination, 

intended effort, and real use of the language as was not the case in Rajab et al. (2012). In 

addition, the participants acknowledged or experienced their responsibilities for English 

majors as a marked identity establishment (cf. K. J. Kim, 2016). They were also autonomous, 

and their notion of instrumentality solidified through the actual and real use of the language. 

For example, as in Excerpt 7, the autonomous participants consistently studied even when it 

was not for their school exams. The participants were still aware of the social expectations 

of and pressure on them to some extent; their responsibilities were accepted, personalized, 

and even internalized to make them highly motivated or remotivated over time (Oh & Kim, 

2022). Furthermore, they endeavored to personalize and individualize their L2 learning to 

match their responsibilities and identities to set goals or behaviors (Cho, 2016; Hoyle & 

Sherrill, 2006; Lee & Oyserman, 2009; Markus & Nurius, 1986; Pizzolato, 2006). 

In this regard, constructive forms of the ought-to L2 self might represent the possibilities 

of crafting their mindset and behavior on the whole (Jang, 2022; Quinto & Castillo, 2016). 
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Meaning, the ought-to L2 self did not directly influence one’s L2 learning; rather, it spurred 

the participants to make greater efforts because the self was manageable, affordable, and 

under control. The effort itself seemed plausible and reachable to the participants to the point 

where they could eventually see or predict the results (Cho, 2016). Moreover, the sisters and 

peers in class that were mentioned in this study had optimal conditions for becoming the 

ought-to L2 self to facilitate L2 motivation probably because all the individuals had similar 

experiences or were under similar circumstances. Also, the responsibilities were more 

towards the ‘own’ aspect of the ought-to L2 self because they stemmed from a fixed idea by 

others which later then shifted into their own and real experience. 

It was clear that the participants were still under the influence of other people even though 

they were already college students and adults. However, the impact of others was far greater 

or even too much if the control was out of their hands (Kormos & Csizér, 2008). For instance, 

others’ recommendation or suggestion for the participant’s English learning gradually faded 

into pressure (Excerpt 9) or torment (Excerpt 10) if they perceived a mismatch between 

care/attention and expectations. When it comes to the idea of torment by Bora in Excerpt 10, 

her response also represented the society where the nature of English learning and belief of 

hakbul are colossal, which was shared in general and sunk into the learner herself (cf. You 

& Dörnyei, 2016). That is, some other forms of the participants’ ought-to L2 self had 

different means of allowing them to interpret the specific self. In the end, the level of one’s 

L2 motivation would depend on how much control the learner has over their own English 

learning. If the ‘others’ weighed more than the learners’ own willingness, effort, or 

determination, it might lead to demotivation. 

Moreover, the participants’ significant others were still under the influence of society (cf. 

Magid, 2009), which lasted and was passed onto the following generations over time (T.-Y. 

Kim, 2015). The participants were explicitly delivered or exposed to what others had 

experienced; nonetheless, the learners would translate it as being unreal (Excerpt 11) or even 

brainwashed (Excerpt 12) because such forms of the ought-to L2 self were beyond the 

learners’ competence. They only demotivated the participants to the point where they almost 

failed to personalize English, its use, and learning, let alone applying one’s effort, although 

one’s possible future states should revolve around one’s goals and threats as well as hopes 

and fears (Markus & Nurius, 1986). 

The findings also indicated that the L2 learners could feel distant from or powerless over 

their own L2 learning if the requirement aspect grew too much. In other words, they were 

demotivated or even amotivated to the point where they were desensitized to continue 

studying English just because English is viewed as compulsory or as required as a language 

can be in and out of Korea (Park, 2022). Likewise, even college English majors in this paper 

could not set themselves short- or long-term goals, not to mention exerting effort in it if 

others’ expectations were regarded as beyond their control. Instead, emotion-wise, it was the 
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idea of learning English merely as a requirement that agitated the participants even more 

(Higgins, 1987; Kim & Oh, 2022). Then, the odds might be against the learners whose 

‘requirement’ aspect exceeds their own needs and wants in learning English given that 

English in Korea is more than ‘self-evident’ and has been the single choice (Dörnyei & Al-

Hoorie, 2017). 

It seems equally valuable to find a way to make good use of the ought-to L2 self especially 

for college English majors (cf. Lanvers, 2016). It might be possible to integrate the learners’ 

ought-to L2 self into the learning context to better internalize the external ‘self’ concept to 

personalize their own L2 learning. Along the way, the learners could set goals and matching 

plans since they know what others want and need from their current L2 learning. Then, they 

will have more chances of self-directed and personalized L2 learning. Ultimately, it will be 

the real process of bridging the gap between what the learners would like to become and 

what others expect them to become. 

 

 

6. CONCLUSION 

 

As the participants in this study were Korean adult learners of English and college English 

majors at the same time, their L2 learning would be more towards their needs, the near future, 

and the real world. It would mean they are qualified and ready to move on with what they 

have learned from their college education and use their L2 skills in their desired workplaces 

or fields. A cordial and supportive L2 learning environment should be the key implication 

to take from this study since it is significant to foster and provide a facilitative and 

personalized L2 learning environment. 

The idea of one’s ought-to L2 self should not be merely an expectation to meet or an 

obstacle to avoid. The L2 learners are less likely to go through a meaningless process once 

they set appropriate personal goals and plans. Also, it would be better if there were a lot of 

authentic English practice sessions in the curriculum, such as internship programs, in which 

the students apply what they learn and come to understand how real-world English works in 

and out of the classroom as L2 learners. Preparing in-class activities to deal with possible 

impacts of the ought-to L2 self would be helpful for the learners as well. This acts to 

minimize the prevalent pressure of learning English in Korea through recognizing the ought-

to L2 self. It is also a method of finding a way to maximize the positive outcomes of L2 

learning (e.g., pleasure, responsibility, achievement). 

Still, this paper has its limitations. It may be somewhat difficult to generalize the findings 

as all participants were female college students majoring in English in a junior college. 

Although the study included students in all four years of study, both female and male 

students would be needed to make future research more generalizable in similar L2 learning 
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contexts. Moreover, research could be conducted to identify to what extent L2 learning 

contexts in junior colleges are unique, for example, different sorts of pressure or hakbul. In 

addition, cross-grade research might be considered within the same context since this paper 

did not capture particular differences of the ought-to L2 self across grades. Although it was 

presumably due to the participants’ similar environments and circumstances in and out of 

school, future studies could focus on revealing what is behind the participants’ ought-to L2 

self and its influence beyond the aggravated pressure of employment as college graduates. 

Also, the focus of this paper was largely on the ought-to L2 self through the lens of 

qualitative analysis. There is more room for development in research if the ‘self’ concept of 

the L2MSS was considered more extensively with other L2 motivational components in a 

quantitative or mixed-methods study. 

 

 

 

Applicable level: Tertiary 
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APPENDIX 

Interview Guide (First Student Interviews, November 2018) 

 

 Opening Question 

▪ How’s life in college as it’s your second (or final) semester? 

 

 L2 Learning Experience 

▪ Why did you choose to major in English? 

▪ How much do you like studying English as a junior college English major? 

▪ How much are you currently satisfied with your English learning in school? 

▪ What aspects of studying English do you enjoy the most? 

▪ What aspects of studying English do you enjoy the least? 

▪ Could you (briefly) explain about your English learning before college? 

▪ Which elements do you think affect positively your current English learning the most? 

▪ Which elements do you think affect negatively your current English learning the most? 

Professors Class hour School and classroom 
facilities 

Professors’ teaching styles Class content Peers in class 

Class size (number of 
students) 

Textbooks; class 
materials 

Other(s) (please specify) 

 affect positively affect negatively 

1   

2   

3   
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 Intended Effort 

▪ Do you think you have been working hard as a junior college student of English major? 

Please circle how you have been working hard as a junior college student of English 
major. (6 being the highest) 

1 2 3 4 5 6 

▪ Could you give me an example where you worked hard in college? 

▪ Could you give me an example where you worked less hard in college? 

▪ Why did you work hard and less hard? 

 

 Ideal L2 Self 

▪ What do you plan to do after you graduate from college? 

▪ Where do you see yourself in five years as a junior college English major? 

▪ How much do you believe you could become what you want to? 

▪ How vividly can you imagine yourself as someone you’d like to become? 

 

 Ought-to L2 Self 

▪ Who or what mainly affects your learning English as a junior college English major? 

▪ (Do you know) why? 

▪ To what extent is it different from what you think of yourself? 

▪ How do you feel about it? 

 

 Instrumentality (Promotion) 

▪ Could you explain how essential English is for you in detail? 

▪ Could you explain how useful English is for you in detail? 

 

 Closing Questions 

▪ Is there any question you would like to ask me? 

▪ Next time we meet in May next year, we will be talking about your current English 

learning experience where you feel excited and at the same time exert unusual efforts. 

▪ Next time we talk in May next year, we will be talking about what you do at the time after 

you graduate. 


