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INTRODUCTION

A l astair Hen ry,  Pia Su n dqv ist a n d Cecilia Thorsen

Good scientists and good teachers have both learned to look. 
They have educated their awareness, so that they are attuned 
to phenomena that others don’t see.
Diane Larsen-Freeman (2017, p. 435)

For researchers investigating social phenomena, one of the most commonly-
levelled accusations is the failure to communicate results to the people 
who matter most, and for whom findings may have the most meaning. 
This criticism applies not just to theoretically-oriented fields within the 
social sciences. It pertains equally to more ‘applied’ fields of study, such as 
language learning psychology and language education, where an explicit 
aim is to generate knowledge that is directly meaningful to practitioners, 
and which can in some way improve the experiences of people who are 
learning a language. For some time now, it has been argued that one of 
the quality criteria upon which language learning research should be 
judged is the potential of findings to have a positive impact on educational 
problems (Ortega, 2005). Changes are slowly taking place. Taking second 
language (L2) motivation as an example, research is becoming increasingly 
problem-focused. As Ortega (2018) has recently remarked, L2 motivation is 
an area of applied linguistics where researchers have generally succeeded in 
translating empirical evidence into knowledge that can improve language 
learning and teaching. This may be because the study of L2 motivation 
represents “an attractive point of intersection between theory and practice 
in the psychology of language learning” (Dörnyei & Ryan, 2015, p. 90). While 
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motivation constructs can capture the interest of more theoretically minded 
researchers, empirical research has the potential to provide solutions of 
practical importance for teaching and learning in language classrooms. In 
addition to the now hundreds of articles and book chapters written on L2 
motivation over the years, publications aimed more directly at practitioners 
have also been produced. Notable examples include books by well-known 
motivation researchers, such as Dörnyei’s Motivational Strategies in the 
Language Classroom (Cambridge university Press, 2001) and hadfield 
and Dörnyei’s Motivating Learning (Pearson, 2013), which contain ideas, 
strategies and advice emerging from extensive research undertakings. 
Equally, books by practitioners where research provides an underpinning 
for ideas that have been ‘tried and tested’ in language classrooms are also 
appearing, Thorner’s Motivational Teaching (Oxford university Press, 2017) 
being a good example.

Bestselling books such as Motivational Strategies in the Language 
Classroom (Dörnyei, 2001) have made important contributions in translating 
theory and research findings into practical activities that can be carried out 
in classrooms, and insights that can guide teaching. however, because they 
are written for a broad international readership, teachers can sometimes 
come away feeling disappointed, in that the ideas, suggestions and strategies 
do not speak to them and relate to the realities under which they teach. 
Moreover, in these publications focus is often directed to a particular 
motivational theory or strategy, and less to the ways in which these ideas 
might play out in particular contexts of language teaching and learning.

Language teachers work in contexts of practice that are constrained by 
particular linguistic, cultural, societal and educational parameters. The 
unique nature of the local contexts in which teaching takes place means 
that the challenges facing teachers of English in developing a motivational 
practice need to be understood in relation to locally-pertaining conditions. 
These include, for example, the needs and interests of students in particular 
age groups, the varying experiences these students gain from engaging 
with English in activities outside school, the requirements of a particular 
curriculum, the policies and practices of the schools in which teaching takes 
place, and the expectations of students, students’ parents and education 
colleagues. Inevitably, this means that the advice and ideas contained in 

©  T h E  Au T h O R S  A N D  S T u D E N T L I T T E R AT u R14



Introduction

practitioner-oriented texts have to be molded, modelled and adapted to fit 
the particular conditions and realities of each individual classroom context.

Added to the challenge of having to adapt ideas about motivational 
teaching to fit local realities, in engaging with proposals for motivating 
students in ways that stretch beyond a ‘one-off ’ implementation of a new 
idea, or the trying out of a particular activity, the teacher is faced with the 
challenge of having to piece together this advice in ways that can lead to the 
development of a motivational practice that is sustainable over time. Indeed, 
without collegial support in adapting, developing, trying out and evaluating 
innovations, and without opportunities to learn from the practice of teachers 
in similar educational contexts, and who face similar motivational challenges, 
it may be difficult for individual language teachers to develop a practice that 
is systematically motivational. It may be difficult to come to a point where a 
change in thinking about ways of motivating students can take place.

It was with these potential obstacles to the development of a motivational 
practice in mind that, in the Motivational Teaching in Swedish Secondary 
English (MoTiSSE) project, we set out to investigate the practice of teachers 
who were successful in generating motivation. It is a similar recognition of 
the need to generate situated insights into motivational practice that has 
steered the writing of this book, and which can be summarized in four 
principles that have guided our work:

• Good teachers know far more about motivating students than the 
sum of knowledge that can be gained from research (Dörnyei, 2009). 
As researchers, our task is to offer conceptually-informed analyses 
of examples of motivational practice in particular classrooms, and 
to bring these insights to the attention of a wider community of 
practitioners.

• The global landscape of teaching English is becoming ever more 
diverse, meaning that it is “increasingly difficult to characterise 
the interactions among motivation, context and pedagogy in a 
generalized sense” (ushioda, 2013, p. 235). Effective motivational 
practice needs therefore to be understood within the specific social 
and educational context in which the teaching and learning of 
English take place.

©  T h E  Au T h O R S  A N D  S T u D E N T L I T T E R AT u R 15
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• Motivational practice and motivational activities are complex, and 
contain multiple affordances (Williams, Mercer, & Ryan, 2015). 
Insights into motivational influences are therefore best obtained 
when an activity or an aspect of practice is investigated with an 
awareness of complex interactions between teachers, students, texts 
and contexts.

• Developing a motivational practice involves teacher development 
in action (Kubanyiova, 2012). While the combination of providing 
examples of context-sensitive and effective practice together 
with theory-based interpretations can provide valuable insights 
that can influence the ways in which teaching is carried out, for 
more fundamental changes to take place, teachers need space 
for reflection, opportunities for collegial engagement, and the 
recognition of a need for change.

Who the book is for
At the point when we embarked on the MoTiSSE project, one of our most 
important discussions was about how we would present the results, and more 
specifically, how we could best bring the findings of our work to the attention 
of the people who matter most. Deciding on who these people were was 
not as easy as might perhaps be imagined. Not only is the MoTiSSE project 
rather unusual in L2 motivation research, in that it uses an ethnographic 
approach to investigate a psychological phenomenon, but in terms of the data 
gathered and the time spent on analyses, it is also one of the largest projects 
of its kind so far undertaken. In addition to articles published in scientific 
journals (which we hope will have impact within our particular research 
fields), we also wanted the knowledge that had been generated to have an 
impact within the local community of English language teachers in Sweden. 
While we recognize that many of the insights offered in the book will be of 
interest and relevance to teachers in other parts of the world, feeding-back to 
the same community of professionals whose practice we had studied was of 
primary importance. Choosing a Swedish publisher, and by including data 
in the original language in which it was generated (rather than translating 
it into English), our aim has been to deliver knowledge to the people who 
matter most – teachers of English in Swedish secondary schools – and in a 
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way that we hope is meaningful and valid for them.1 Of course, we hope that 
the book will also be of value for secondary teachers in other contexts, for 
primary and upper secondary teachers in Sweden, and most importantly, in 
the education of preservice teachers. Indeed, because the book covers a wide 
array of motivationally relevant practices – ranging from teacher–student 
relationships and the classroom social climate, to culturally responsive 
teaching and online media production (henry, 2019; henry & Thorsen, 
2018, 2019) – it can also be of value for any teacher who is interested in 
understanding how classroom practices can influence students’ motivation.

What is in the book?
The book is divided into four sections. In the first section, the initial 
three chapters set the scene, starting off by mapping out the particular 
motivational challenges faced by teachers of English in Sweden (Chapter 
One). An overview of theories of L2 motivation with a particular focus on 
contextual and relational influences is provided in Chapter Two. Building on 
these two opening chapters, Chapter Three presents findings from a study 
examining the properties and characteristics of activities that secondary 
school teachers of English report as being motivational (henry et al., 2018). 
Moving on, in the second section, we provide insights into the aims and 
methodology of the MoTiSSE project (Chapter Four), and a presentation 
of the participating teachers (Chapter Five). In this chapter, we also focus 
on these teachers’ relational practices, and the motivationally important 
relationships that they had developed with their students.

It is in the third section of the book that we examine different aspects of 
the teachers’ motivational practice. Specifically, we focus on varying types 
of activities that we had observed in their classrooms, and the motivational 
affordances associated with different types of activity. In Chapter Six the 
motivational value of activities that enable and encourage students to give 
expression to aspects of their identities not normally relevant, valued or 
invoked in classroom learning is addressed. Then, in Chapter Seven, the 
concept of ‘culturally responsive teaching’ (Warren, 2018) is examined. This 

1 English translations of quotations from the data can be accessed on the book’s website at 
studentlitteratur.se.
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chapter focuses on the ways in which activities that provide opportunities for 
students to orient to experiences gained outside of school, and which draw 
on funds of knowledge generated in interactions with popular culture and 
digitally-mediated communication, can be motivational.

In Chapter Eight attention shifts to the motivational affordances 
associated with the everyday use of digital technologies, while in Chapter 
Nine the focus is on activities that provide students with opportunities 
for creative expression. Finally in this section, Chapter Ten focuses on 
motivation that is generated in work with projects, and the various aspects 
of project-working that create interest and trigger engagement. In these three 
chapters, in-text questions are also included.

In the book’s final section (Chapter Eleven and Chapter Twelve) a critical 
perspective is adopted. We identify the possibilities, and the demands on 
teachers’ linguistic and pedagogical skills, that are involved in developing 
the type of motivational practice described in the book’s previous chapters. 
Resonating with our belief that the development of a sustainable motivational 
practice may best emerge through reflection and collegial discussion, in 
Chapter Twelve we invite readers to engage with some of the problem areas 
identified in the preceding chapters, and to consider opportunities for 
working in ways that more systematically take account of students’ identities 
and perspectives in the design of learning opportunities and the creation of 
activities that have relevance, meaning and depth (Stevick, 1980, 1998). While 
these questions have been designed with language teachers’ professional 
development and conceptual change in mind (Kubanyiova, 2012), the issues 
involved could usefully form topics for discussion in programs of English 
teacher education. Such discussions can be of particular value in connection 
with periods of practicum learning.

Words of gratitude
It would not be appropriate to begin this book without acknowledging the 
enormous debt of gratitude that we owe to the eighteen exceptional teachers 
who, with unswerving grace and generosity, allowed us to spend time in their 
classrooms. Imagine one day receiving an email from a person you might 
never have met before, asking if they can spend three weeks observing your 
work. Imagine further letting this person into your classroom, and watching 
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them from their position in one of the corners of the room furiously engaged 
with their laptop, recording everything that takes place, both the things that 
go well and those that go less well. Imagine too that these events – some that 
may be flattering but also some that might not – could find their way into 
texts spread to other language professionals not only in Sweden, but to other 
countries too. These are genuine concerns. For the teachers in the MoTiSSE 
project, not only were they brave in working in often innovative ways which 
acknowledged students’ interests and identities, they also were brave in 
allowing this practice to be observed, and to be put on public display. For 
us, it was a privilege spending time in these classrooms, and we would like to 
acknowledge and to offer our heartfelt thanks to these eighteen courageous 
professionals: Charlotta, Elin, Emma, Ida, Ingrid, Jane, Lina, Linnéa, Lisa, 
Luna, Matilda, Molly, Noomi, Smilla, Siri, Therese, Victoria and Ylva.

Of course, it was not only these teachers to whom we are indebted. 
Their students also welcomed us into the midst of their learning, and their 
parents gave us permission to write about the motivational practice in these 
classrooms. To these hundreds of students, their parents, and the principals 
at the schools we visited, we offer our deepest gratitude. Inspiring teachers 
often have an impact on students’ lives beyond the classroom, beyond the 
end of a school year, and beyond final achievement (Lamb & Wedell, 2015). 
Inspiring teachers can also inspire others to teach. One day maybe one of 
the students from one of these classrooms will hold this book in their hand, 
and perhaps gain an insight into the practice of the inspiring teacher who 
inspired them to become an English teacher too.
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