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Chapter 4 

Motivation and agency beyond the L2 classroom7 
 

 

 

  

7 This chapter is a slightly edited version of Kolstrup, K.  ‘A language should be something fun to learn’: Motivation 
and agency beyond the second language classroom. Under review at Linguistics and Education. 

 

                                                 



 

 

 



  Motivation and agency beyond the L2 classroom 

4.1 Introduction 
 
In studies of learner actions and behaviour in the L2 classroom, it is generally recognized that 
learners’ responses to the same task differ (Coughlan & Duff, 1994; Duff & Li, 2002; McKay & 
Wong, 1996).  These differences have been shown to stem from an array of different factors 
which mediate a learner’s agency in the classroom. For instance, reactions can vary based upon a 
learner’s life story and goals for learning (Lantolf & Genung, 2002), their identity (Norton, 2000, 
2001), or political regulations (Cooke, 2006). While these studies have in common that they look 
outside the specifics of the classroom to explain what happens within it, they focus on only one 
or a few of these mediating factors to explain learners’ classroom behaviour. This is 
understandable, as with each additional variable one considers, the complexity of analysis 
increases. However, there is no doubt that it is the confluence of multiple mediational factors 
which shape learners’ motivation and agency in the L2 classroom. In this chapter, I take a 
number of these into account, including: teaching method; learner history; experience and agency 
in the classroom; and life goals and everyday activities outside it. The findings demonstrate the 
complex interplay between the reasons for studying an L2 and the actual day-to-day reality of 
learning it, a reality which extends far beyond the confines of the classroom. This paper also 
highlights the spatiotemporal ambiguity of pedagogy, wherein present-day experiences within the 
classroom are grounded in historical and imagined future selves outside it, oftentimes 
simultaneously. 

The analysis takes as its point of departure an observation of two adults learning Danish 
as an L2. In the classroom Mulenga, a Zambian woman, is quiet and seems shy to speak up in 
class, while Yuko, a Japanese woman, is active and frequently asks questions. But for a three-
week period during the course, when the class had a substitute teacher with a different 
instructional approach, Mulenga’s behaviour changed radically to being much more engaged and 
active while Yuko’s behaviour remained fairly consistent. In interviews this difference was even 
more pronounced, with Mulenga having a strong preference for one method while Yuko 
preferred the other. From these observations the questions arose of what caused Mulenga and 
Yuko’s original differences in behaviour, and what made Mulenga change her behaviour so 
radically from one classroom setting to the next.   

While it might be tempting to just consider the evident change in teacher and instructional 
style to answer these questions, in this article I argue such an approach would dramatically 
oversimplify the dynamics behind these visible changes. Similarly, rather than investigating these 
motivational changes through quantitative questionnaires, an approach often favoured to gauge 
the L2 motivational self system, I argue that qualitative data is needed if we want to render a 
more fine-grained analysis. Accordingly, this article relies on interviews, observational notes, and 
self-recordings of everyday L2 encounters both in and outside the classroom. This approach 
allows us to better understand the nuances of these changes, and includes crucial intervening 
considerations such as the learner’s attitudes and behaviours in relation to external classroom 
factors.  I contextualize and explore this data by employing the concept of learner agency, 
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understood in an activity theoretical framework (Lantolf & Pavlenko, 2001; Lantolf & Thorne, 
2006; van Lier, 2008), and the concept of motivation, as understood by Dörnyei (2009a, 2009b). 
These concepts both emphasize the interaction between the in-class learning environment, 
learners’ possible L2 selves, their experience of the classroom, and their opportunities to speak 
the L2 outside it in everyday settings.  
 
 

4.2 Theoretical Conceptualizations 
 

4.2.1 Agency 
 
The understanding of agency employed here falls within a sociocultural and activity theoretical 
framework formulated by researchers such as Wertsch, Tulviste, and Hagström (1993) and 
Engeström (2005). These studies differ slightly in their descriptions and definitions of agency, 
but both move away from the common misunderstanding of agency as a property of the 
individual. Instead, they conceptualise agency as a complex phenomenon mediated by multiple 
interacting factors, bound to the interaction of an individual with other individuals or cultural 
entities. In broad terms, agency is “the mediated capacity to act” (Lantolf & Thorne, 2006, p. 
234) and researchers in L2 learning have built upon these understandings to look at interactions 
in the classroom (Lantolf & Pavlenko, 2001; Lantolf & Thorne, 2006; van Lier, 2008). Agency is 
an individual’s possibility to act, taking into consideration the mediating factors that operate on 
an individual, interpersonal, situational, and societal level in a particular context. Lantolf and 
Thorne (2006, p. 239) explain: “in application to language development, learners would be 
influenced by their histories of language education as well as by language ideologies in the form 
of implicit and explicit discourses produced at institutional and nation-state levels”. These factors 
can be separated for analytical purposes but in reality are intertwined and imbued with each other 
in a manner that is so complex that it is not possible to understand one without taking the others 
into consideration. In short, an individual’s agency is a dynamic and constantly changing 
construct which links motivation with action and the broader sociocultural context (Lantolf & 
Pavlenko, 2001).  
 

4.2.2 Motivation 
 
Building on self-psychology, Dörnyei (2009a) has also emphasized human agency as 
socioculturally mediated. This understanding becomes evident in his conceptualization of 
motivation as a phenomenon which needs to be understood in relation to both the present context 
in which the person participates as well as past and future aspects of that person’s self-
conceptions. He calls this interactional and dynamic system the “L2 motivational self system”. It 
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consists of three constituents: the ideal L2 self, the ought-to L2 self, and the L2 learning 
experience. The latter of these is based on other theoretical frameworks emphasizing the 
environment-agent relation, such as dynamic system theory (de Bot et al., 2007) and sociocultural 
theory (Lantolf & Thorne, 2006). Dörnyei (2009b) suggests that the agent-environment relation is 
best understood as systemically connected in the sense that a change in one of the components 
will result in a change of the whole system. For instance, a change in the L2 classroom situation, 
such as a new teacher coming in and applying a new approach, will result in different actions 
being made available and created by the learners, which may in turn influence learner agency in 
the classroom and learner motivation.  

The two other components of the L2 motivational self system are the ideal and ought-to 
L2 selves – together called possible selves. These selves are key in Dörnyei’s understanding of 
motivation as “the desire to reduce the discrepancy between one’s actual self and the projected 
behavioural standards of the ideal/ought selves” (Dörnyei, 2009a, p. 18). To get a sense of a 
person’s motivational capacity, he specifies six conditions: First, an elaborate future possible and 
desired self needs to be available. Second, the possible selves need to be experienced as an actual 
and realistic possibility. Third, the desired possible selves must feel congruent with the social 
identities available to the person. Fourth, the possible selves must be conscious to the person. 
Fifth, the desired possible selves must come as a part of a whole package consisting of goals and 
actions towards reaching the desired self. Finally, possible selves are most efficient if they act 
together with a feared possible self (Dörnyei, 2009a, pp. 19-22). Dörnyei finds evidence of the 
possible selves approach in multiple studies based on questionnaires (see also Kormos et al., 
2011; Ryan, 2009), especially one of over 13,000 teenage language learners of English in 
Hungary. The study found two components play a key role for L2 motivation, namely what they 
call: “Attitudes toward L2 speakers” and “instrumentality”, understood as instrumental motives 
related to career enhancement (2009a, pp. 26-28). The instrumentality of taking a language 
course is often integrated in both a learner’s ideal L2 self, in that the learner has a personal wish 
to learn the language, and in their ought-to L2 self in that learning another language can often be 
a requirement (cf. Lantolf & Genung, 2002).  
 

4.2.3 Background 
 
To validate the workings of the L2 motivational self system, Lamb (2009, p. 230) argues that 
quantitative studies, typically based on questionnaire data need to be supplemented by qualitative 
case studies following individual participants over time in different contexts of L2 learning and 
use. While case studies set up to explore the L2 motivational self system are still scarce (some 
exceptions are Lamb, 2009, 2011; Campbell & Storch, 2011), similar connections have been 
increasingly studied in case studies finding inspiration from poststructuralist theory and the 
concept of “imagined communities” (Norton, 2001) and Vygotskyan-inspired sociocultural 
theory (Cooke, 2006; Lantolf & Genung, 2002). What these studies all have in common – 
forming an evident parallel with the research considered here – is that they document an array of 
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factors giving insight into the mediated nature of learner agency in the classroom.  For instance, 
Lantolf and Genung’s (2002) study provides an example of agency-clash between a teacher and a 
learner, PG, who follows a Chinese course as a part of a doctoral program. Lantolf and Genung 
argue that PG’s expectations of her Chinese classes are mediated by her previous experience with 
L2s and her theoretical knowledge of L2 education. Before the course, the instrumental reason 
for learning Chinese seems to balance her ought-to and ideal L2 selves. It is integrated in the 
ideal L2 self in the sense that she has had a personal interest in China and Chinese for a long 
time. On the other hand, the course is a requirement for her doctoral studies and thus, is a part of 
her ought-to L2 self. When these possible selves are confronted with the actual learning 
experience, which does not live up to her expectations, she reconstructs her possible selves to one 
in which the ought-to L2 self is clearly dominating the ideal L2 self. That is, her hope to learn the 
language for personal reasons ceases while remaining in the course to fulfil a doctoral 
requirement takes dominance.  

Cooke (2006) explores how socio-political factors in the case of Haxhi, mediate his 
agency in the L2 classroom. Haxhi, from Kosovo, has been an asylum seeker in England for five 
years. He and his family’s life are dictated almost entirely by the English asylum authorities – 
where in the country they live, not being allowed to work, and which English classes to follow. In 
the L2 classroom, Haxhi’s teacher interprets his behaviour as lacking concentration and not 
taking the lessons seriously. However, according to Cooke the classes are focused on enabling 
the learners’ to make small talk in English, something which Haxhi already practices frequently 
outside the classroom. According to Cooke, Haxhi is quite motivated to learn English despite his 
frustrations. In Dörnyei’s (2009a) terminology Haxhi’s ideal L2 self includes learning English to 
a level of competence which will facilitate working and creating a life in the UK for himself and 
his family. But his prolonged status as asylum seeker makes this ideal self less and less realistic. 
Furthermore, the lack of control he has over his own life makes it difficult for him to enact the 
goals and actions towards accomplishing his ideal self, something mirrored in the classroom 
setting in which he finds himself.  

In these case studies, as well as in Norton (2001), teachers’ lack of awareness of what 
interaction and pedagogy best supports the learners has consequences on motivation and agency 
in the classroom. However, the teacher’s task is not an easy one, because the variety of learners’ 
agencies means that the same assigned task leads to different behavioural and cognitive responses 
(Coughlan & Duff, 1994; Duff & Li, 2004; McKay & Wong, 1996). These studies have in 
common that their starting point is to explain learner agency, experience and motivation in the 
classroom by looking what happens outside of it.  

Lamb’s (2009) study takes a slightly different starting point, namely in how the future 
self-guides of Dewi and Munandar, two young learners of English in Indonesia, are constructed. 
In this exploration he includes the participants’ experiences and agencies in the classroom. Lamb 
reports that both participants value learning English and are motivated to learn but while Dewi is 
guided by an ideal L2 self (wanting to become a “global professional” who speaks English 
fluently, p. 234), Munandar feels learning English is an obligation and thus is guided by an 
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ought-to L2 self. These self-guides are mediated by their personal history – Munandar grew up in 
a rural area in almost complete isolation from English while Dewi’s parents are academics who 
studied in the US when Dewi was born. Also they are mediated by their contact with English in 
their homes – Dewi actively encourages her parents to speak English with her and actively 
searches out opportunities to read and listen to English while Munandar’s reports doing his 
homework but makes little effort to use English apart from this. Lamb also connects the self-
guides to the participants’ behaviour and participation in the language classroom: Dewi seems 
disengaged but livens up when opportunities for genuine discussions arise. She is unsatisfied with 
the teacher whose pronunciation is not always clear and follows the book closely. Munandar, on 
the other hand, seems happy with the teacher but complains about his peers even though Lamb 
observes Munandar himself is often disturbing the classes.  

The study of Dewi and Munandar in many ways resemblances the contrasting cases of 
Mulenga and Yuko presented in the following section, especially as it pertains to the interrelation 
of classroom experience, the ideal L2 self-construct, and efforts to speak the L2 outside the 
classroom. However, the fact that Yuko and Mulenga are adult immigrants rather than pupils in a 
foreign language context brings them closer to the experiences of the participants in the studies 
by Norton (2001), Cooke (2006) and Genung and Lantolf (2002). The first part of this chapter’s 
analysis describes Mulenga and Yuko’s actions and behaviours in the two classrooms, before 
moving beyond the classroom to explore why this variation occurs.  
 

4.3 Data and the cases 
 

4.3.1 The two learners 
 
Mulenga is from Zambia, 32-years-old, has a secretarial college degree, and left her job at a 
lawyer’s office as well as a large family when she came to Denmark. Her mother tongue is 
Bemba and she speaks English fluently, having been schooled in English-only speaking 
institutions from early childhood. She came to Denmark in the autumn of 2004 to marry a Danish 
man, John, who is 18 years her senior and works in the Danish military. During her childhood she 
picked up multiple other Zambian languages and also knows French, which she was taught in 
high school. At the time of the observations for this article, September-October 2005, Mulenga 
had followed the Danish course for 12 weeks. In this period, Mulenga was falling behind in the 
class, which both she and her teachers recognized. 

Yuko is 27-years-old and comes from Japan. Besides her mother tongue, Japanese, she 
speaks English fluently. In 2003 she finished her Bachelor of Arts degree in Japan and decided to 
follow an 8-month long course in Denmark at a creative arts boarding school. The school 
language was English as 50% of the students were international. At the school, Yuko met 
Kristoffer, a Danish man her age. They were married in December 2004 and moved into 
Kristoffer’s apartment in summer 2005. Kristoffer, officially a university student, spends most of 
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his time trying to make it as an artist. When Yuko started in Mulenga’s class in the end of August 
2005, she could already speak some Danish. According to both of her teachers, she was at the top 
of the class.  
 

4.3.2 The classroom: teachers and peers 
 
Mulenga and Yuko’s course is for learners with at least a high school degree and is arranged as 
an 18-month intensive program. The class receives 3½ hours of lessons per day, 4 days per week. 
At the time of the observations for the analysis below, the learners were on, what the Common 
European Framework of Reference refers to as, breakthrough level A1. The main teacher was 
Peter (aged 37), and the substitute, Erik (aged 59). They were both experienced teachers who had 
worked at the language centre for 15 and 30 years respectively. The 12 learners in the class 
remained more or less constant over the observation. They were primarily from Western and 
Asian countries with only a few learners from Africa and South America. The classroom had 
seating for around 18 learners with tables placed in a horseshoe formation with the teacher’s table 
placed in front.  
 

4.3.3 Data 
 
In the following sections several types of data from multiple contexts and interviews will be 
employed. The analysis of the classroom approaches (section 4.4.1) and Mulenga and Yuko’s 
agencies in the classroom (section 4.4.2) builds on observational notes and audio recordings of 
peer group interaction in the classroom, as well as on interviews and conversations with the 
teachers. The observational notes were taken over a one-year period approximately once every 
week.  Except for the three weeks when the class had Erik as a substitute, Peter was the teacher 
for the entire year. Section 4.4.3 about Mulenga and Yuko’s L2 motivational self systems builds 
on audio recorded and transcribed interviews and conversations with them. I generated the vast 
majority of this data, although two interviews were conducted by an external interviewer. A few 
conversations were not recorded but noted in detail shortly after they took place. To explore the 
L2 learning experiences of Yuko and Mulenga outside the classroom (section 4.4.3.3) audio 
recordings and observations are used. Both Mulenga and Yuko were asked to carry a hard disc 
recorder and record themselves speaking Danish outside the classroom. In a few instances, I was 
with them and could add detailed descriptions of their encounters with Danish and Danes.  
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4.4 Learner agency and motivation 
 

4.4.1 Learner actions in the classrooms  
 
In an L2 classroom, the teacher is a significant part of the institutional setting mediating learner 
agency (Dörnyei, 2009a; Lantolf & Thorne, 2006). However, typically in studies of learner 
agency in the classroom, the teacher stays constant which means that researchers can only 
hypothesize how the type and style of the teacher has an influence. This makes this research 
situation atypical; while many aspects of the classroom were held constant (the textbooks, the 
peer group, the room), the teacher was not.  Before turning to Mulenga and Yuko’s agencies and 
motivation, I examine the learner actions available in Peter and Erik’s classrooms respectively. 

Peter’s classes are focused on correctness and knowledge of grammar rules and 
vocabulary. Furthermore, the classes are characterized by more or less the same structure and 
routines which are expressed in different ways: When Peter calls on learners he starts at one side 
of the horseshoe-shaped table arrangement and continues around. This predictable pattern means 
learners know when it will be their turn; it is not necessary for them to listen to each other’s 
answers. Another example of this methodical approach is how he follows the teaching material 
page by page without going back. These routines result in certain learner actions being more 
likely than others. The most frequent actions in Peter’s classroom are attempting to answer when 
called upon and answering questions about grammatical rules and word meaning.  However, 
before and after every exercise, Peter welcomes learner questions by saying “spørgsmål” 
(“questions”). Those asking questions are usually the same three, who are all at the top of the 
class. Peter answers questions about word or utterance meaning with an explanation, while 
questions about grammar include a description of the rule. He turned queries concerning Danish 
culture into fact-checking exercises about the learners’ factual knowledge, e.g. about the political 
system. Peter was not observed to encourage the learners to express their own meanings or 
experiences, as would be expected in a more communicatively-based pedagogy. The final 
comment on Peter’s classroom concerns group and peer work, which played a minor role. These 
types of exercises included reading dialogues from the textbook, correcting each other’s written 
texts, constructing texts together, or filling in grammatical fill-in-the-blank exercises. During 
these exercises the learners would most often speak in English about the Danish language forms. 

Erik’s classes have, similar to Peter’s, a high level of teacher control and leave little room 
for the learners to exchange and express meaning or experiences. However, his classroom 
approach is markedly different. It is centred on oral skills with extensive chorus repetitions and 
frequent peer work practicing idioms and everyday Danish phrases. The oral basis of his method 
results in classes being much louder than Peter’s. The loudness was also due to learners’ laughter 
when Erik used body language to explain word meanings. The most frequent learner actions in 
Erik’s classes are listening to explanations, repeating after him, and doing peer exercises. The 
peer exercises were centred on language drills with very specific descriptions of what to do. 
Furthermore, they often seemed improvised with Erik anticipating words or utterances which 
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could cause problems. For instance, once when Erik was reading from the textbook, line-by-line 
with the learners repeating, they came across the word “plejer” (“usually”). Erik stopped reading 
and wrote a series of questions on the whiteboard using the word “usually”: e.g. “when do you 
usually go to bed?” The learners took turns asking and answering these in pairs using the word 
“usually”. After the pair exercises, Erik would direct each questions at the learners in random 
order. In these drills the learners could make up answers or draw on their own life, but had to 
produce a grammatically correct answer. The questions were followed by Erik picking up the 
reading from where they left off. This somewhat unstructured approach was also mirrored in his 
back-and-forth rather than page-by-page use of the book. If Erik got questions he would respond 
by providing a lot of examples to repeat or simply acknowledge the linguistic phenomenon as too 
complex for the learner’s current level.  
 

4.4.2 Mulenga and Yuko’s behaviour in the classrooms 
 
In Peter’s classroom, Mulenga’s actions were in line with the majority of the learners. She 
answered when called upon, or at least made an effort to answer, participated in group work, 
looked up words in a dictionary, and so on. But beyond the short answers she gives in class, 
Mulenga seems shy. Almost every time she says something, Peter encourages her to speak 
louder. The encouragement would sometimes make her hide her face in her hand and smile. 
Furthermore, she had moments of seemingly not following the class, such as staring into the air. 
These impressions of Mulenga were confirmed by Peter in an interview. He viewed Mulenga as a 
somewhat introverted and shy learner who needed a socially supportive classroom environment 
to function. Both Peter and Erik view Mulenga’s level as in the lower part of the class. However, 
Erik’s descriptions of her do not involve “shy” or “introverted”.  Rather he describes her as 
engaged and fighting to keep up. From the first day of Erik being in the classroom, Mulenga 
spoke much louder, laughed with her peers, and was not observed to stare blankly.  

In both Peter and Erik’s classroom, Yuko was one of the most active learners asking 
questions spontaneously and volunteering answers. In the observations from Peter’s classes, there 
were at least two incidences every class when Yuko asked a question. In Erik’s classes she asked 
fewer questions which she indicated was connected to Erik’s approach to answering them (see 
section 4.4.3.2). In addition, the observations of her behaviour and attitude in the two classrooms 
seemed consistent. She came across as extroverted, engaged, and motivated, an assessment both 
Peter and Erik also expressed. 
 

4.4.3 The L2 motivational self system 
 
This section moves beyond the immediate classroom setting to explore the L2 motivational self 
system of Mulenga and Yuko, as suggested by Dörnyei (2009a). It explores their possible selves, 
their experience of the class, and their possibilities to speak Danish outside the classroom. I argue 
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that these factors are interactional and must be considered in concert to further understand the 
agencies of Mulenga and Yuko in the classroom.  
 

4.4.3.1 Possible Selves 
In an autumn 2005 interview, Mulenga was asked by the interviewer how she imagined her future 
in Denmark:  
 
 
Excerpt 4.1: Interview 
1  In: what direction do you see your, situation in Denmark,  

2      going? 

3  Mu: yeah I think, I think I’m facing a reality. I had  

4      hopes when I came here I thought, you know, of  

5      course I cannot I can’t say I didn’t have the good  

6      life.  I never went to bed hungry I never starved,  

7      I had a job I was happy with my family and  

8      everything  but. of course Denmark was going to be  

9      better, better you know if I want to go to school  

10     and, yeah it’s just a better life or get more  

11     money I could help my family back home 

 
For Mulenga, moving to Denmark encompasses hopes of “a better life” (ll. 9-10). The better life 
she imagines seems mainly to rely on economic benefits for both herself and her family in 
Zambia: she can get more education, a job, and offer financial support. In her explanation, the 
ideal and ought-to self are tied together. The ought-to self is the self her Zambian family expects 
her to be: a provider for the family who can send home money while her ideal self similarly 
desires a more stable financial foundation as well as opportunities for education. However, in the 
excerpt, Mulenga phrases her hopes of a better life in the past tense, indicating that the possible 
selves she is describing are not functioning as guides for her future self any more. This 
interpretation is further evidenced in the tone of disappointment when she says: “I’m facing a 
reality” (l. 3). At the point of this interview she had lived in Denmark for one year, and the 
possible future selves which guided her move to Denmark turned out not to be as easily achieved 
as imagined. Instead of telling about a future possible self, which the question from the 
interviewer invites, she looks back to when she was in Zambia and her hopes of a future self back 
then. Thus, the most important of the six criteria in determining the motivational capacity of a 
person’s possible selves – the actual existence of future selves – seems absent in the case of 
Mulenga. Dörnyei (2009a, p. 21) notes another key motivational condition is having a package of 
sub-goals and actions which can turn hoped-for selves into expected selves. When Mulenga 
mentions these, they are similarly tied not to the present but to former thoughts of a future life in 
Denmark. For instance, her idea of getting a job in Denmark was not naïve. She knew in advance 
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that foreigners with her educational background have difficulties getting professional jobs in 
Denmark and she was prepared to start out as a cleaner. But faced with the Danish reality, even 
this modest idea was more difficult to realize than she imagined.8 When she called the cleaning 
companies, she was told to learn Danish before contacting them again. Thus, learning Danish 
became a sub-goal to get a job. Furthermore it was also an important sub-goal to feel part of her 
new Danish family (Chapter 6; Kolstrup, 2013). But as indicated in section 4.3.3, also this goal is 
not without difficulties as she does not experience getting much support from her husband.  

From a young age Yuko imagined herself living abroad. When talking about growing up 
in Japan, she frequently spoke about feeling like an outsider and that she always knew she would 
want to go abroad at some point. She connected this feeling to the experience of living in the 
United States with her parents between the ages of 4 to 6. When she returned to Japan, she 
remembers finding it difficult to get to know Japanese children and feeling “I don’t like Japan”. 
Her choice of courses taught by native English-speaking teachers during her bachelor also points 
to dreams of leaving Japan. When she finished her bachelor degree, she started looking more 
seriously into going abroad and came across a creative arts school, located in a small Danish 
town. She indicates that when she read about the school she could barely believe such a place 
existed; located idyllically in the Danish countryside, it is cheap compared to the prices in Japan, 
the pupils live at the school, and different social activities are a key feature of school life.9 After 
the 8-month program in 2003 she stayed in contact with Kristoffer but moved back to Japan and 
started getting short-term freelancing jobs working with internationally recognized artists. After 
marrying Kristoffer in December 2004, she moved in with him in the Summer of 2005. Now in 
Denmark, learning Danish was a clear sub-goal for Yuko to accomplish her future possible self: a 
student at a prestigious Danish art academy. The art academies she wants to apply to are highly 
competitive and a high level of Danish is a requirement. Later in the same interview she express 
more explicitly what level of Danish she wishes to accomplish:  
 
Excerpt 4.2: interview (translated from Japanese) 
1  Yu: even though I without trouble can manage to shop at  

2      the supermarket, in reality, it will take a long  

3      time before I in Danish can have interesting  

4      conversations or participate in discussions with  

5      other students. It has taken me an incredibly long  

6      time to learn English at a fair level so I’m  

7      wondering, and I’m worried about, how long it will  

8      take me to learn Danish 

 

8 At the time of this interview she had found a part-time cleaning job. But it took her around 10 months from when 
she arrived to get this first job. 
9 The diploma from the school is not a part of a degree program but provides an opportunity for young people with a 
passion for creative arts to explore their interest further. 
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She is aware that to be able to discuss arts with other students, she needs a level of Danish more 
abstract than the level needed to go to the supermarket. This self-awareness might help explain 
why she would often brush compliments for her Danish-language abilities aside. She seems to 
have an elaborate image of her ideal self as a student in an art academy in Denmark, having 
discussions with other students in which she is not limited by Danish language. This ideal self is 
conscious and she speaks about and acts towards achieving it in a manner which indicates her 
belief in it as a plausible goal. This forms an essential sub-goal as she strives to diminish the 
discrepancy between her actual self and this ideal self by learning Danish.  
 

4.4.3.2 L2 Learning experience in the classroom 
In the previous section, Mulenga’s ideal L2 self and therefore her motivation to learn Danish 
came across as somewhat vague. When describing her life in Denmark, Danish is only mentioned 
in connection with getting a job and being able to converse with her stepdaughter. In the 
observations from Peter’s classroom there were signs of frustration, feeling pressure, and 
occasional disengagement with classroom activities. These observations and interpretations are 
confirmed in conversations from before she met Erik:  
 
Excerpt 4.3: conversation 
1  Mu: I think, Danish language it should, have more, fun  

2      I mean it is already a difficult language but there 

3      should be some more (    ). it should excite you about 

4      learning it you know, not when you go to school and  

5      you feel like, “aj, what is this now” ((laughs)) 

(…) 

6  Mu: the approach. maybe is, it’s a bit  

7  Ki: yeah, how could it be different do you think?  

8  Mu: ((interrupts)) because I’ve studied French. I’ve gone  

9      to a French school. when I was in Zambia. and, they  

10     try to, the French (who) want you to learn their  

11     language I know they are so strict about  

12     pronunciation it’s just the way, Danish is. and, but  

13     they have this different approach where it’s more  

14     like, you feel like, “I wanna get up and go to  

15     school again” 

 

In her dissatisfaction with the classes, Mulenga explains that learning another language should be 
exciting and fun; which she doesn’t find Peter’s classes to be. She doesn’t feel like coming in the 
morning but feels pressured (see excerpt 4.4), which might help explain her shy and quiet 
behaviour. She suggests that her negative experience of Peter’s classes might be due to his 
teaching approach (l. 6) and points to her experience learning French as an example of a different 
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approach that had a more positive effect (ll. 8-10+13-14). Thus, her experience of Peter’s 
classroom is linked to her former experience of L2 learning and influences her perception of what 
“good” language teaching should be. Mulenga experiences her agency in Peter’s classroom as a 
constraint because it is not possible for her to act in accordance with how she believes she can 
best learn an L2. She is active in identifying what is wrong with Peter’s approach, but is 
relatively passive when it comes to thinking of alternatives or actually trying to change her own 
situation. She could, for instance, ask to change classes or could talk to Peter about the approach 
behind the classes as the learner, PG, did in Lantolf and Genung’s (2002) study.10 

On the first day of the switch when Erik began teaching, I was present for observations. 
After the class, Mulenga approached me and in an eager voice told me that this was the type of 
teaching she was referring to the other day (the conversation discussed in excerpt 4.3). In a 
conversation after two weeks in Erik’s classroom she explains: 
 
Excerpt 4.4: conversation 
1  Mu: I think if we were with Peter right now we would be 

2      probably, right somewhere here in the middle of the 

3      book or something ((points in the book)), but with him [now 

4      being with Erik] we are still on, you know we go back, we  

5      do something and he [Erik] still goes back to that,  

6      thing and then when we have mistakes in the homework  

7      he still notices the mistake and he, does it in class,  

8      instead of asking if anybody else has got a problem  

9      you know, he kind of like knows. what mistakes you  

10     have or the, common problem mistake and, then he,  

11     says it. “we do it again”. so. I think it’s a bit, I  

12     think a language should be something fun to learn 

13 Ki: yeah, and he makes it fun 

14 Mu: makes it more ((both laughs)), because it’s already hard to 

15     learn this language ((laughs)) and then when you feel like   

16     you are going to school and you feel like “a:h”, you are  

17     pressured. it’s not good  

 
In excerpt 4.3, Mulenga points to the teaching approach and feelings of being pressured as the 
main criticism of Peter’s teaching. In excerpt 4.4 she points to the same two issues, but with Erik 
there is a correspondence between her experience of agency in the classroom and the actions she 
wishes to conduct in order to feel she is learning a language. By pointing in the book and 
mentioning Peter (ll. 1-4) she refers to his method of following the textbook page by page. Erik, 

10 But challenging existing power relations can be risky and is associated with insecurity. It is not clear in advance 
how a challenge would change the situation. 
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on the other hand, jumps back and forth in the textbook but still leaves Mulenga with the feeling 
that they are covering the book. She also appreciates his anticipation of the problems they might 
have compared to Peter, who lets the learners express their problems in questions that he can 
answer.  Finally, she finds Erik’s classes fun.  

Yuko, in an audio recording of a conversation with a Danish friend, also describes Erik as 
“fun”, but she adds “almost too fun”! Thereby, she positions herself as a serious language learner 
who does not come to class to have fun, but to learn. This positioning as a serious learner who 
wants to be taken seriously by her teacher is also evident in an interview:  
 
Excerpt 4.5: Interview (translated from Japanese) 
1  Yu: [Erik] runs away from the questions of the pupils,  

2      if it is something complicated or grammatical so  

3      difficult that one is to learn it later, by saying  

4      “there is a certain difference, but you don’t have  

5      to know it now because it is a little too advanced  

6      for you now”. I can’t meet that point of view and  

7      it irritates me to be treated like that when it is  

8      said “you don’t have to know that now”. Even though  

9      we don’t understand completely, my current teacher  

10     [Peter] tries to give an explanation. Further, he  

11     [Erik] says that “it is OK, you will understand it  

12     later when you come to that point” 

 
Yuko takes offence to Erik’s avoidance of her questions and positions herself as a serious learner 
who wants to be taken seriously by her teachers. Erik’s avoidance challenges this positioning and 
leaves her irritated. In general, Yuko prefers Peter’s classes to Erik’s because Erik’s less 
systematic approach makes her worry they will not cover the whole textbook: 
 
Excerpt 4.6: interview (translated from Japanese) 
1  Yo: But I didn’t like the way [with Erik] I was taught.  

2      Here, I could really experience that my way of  

3      thinking was “really Japanese”. I mean in the sense  

4      that when one starts to use a new textbook, one  

5      reads page 1, then 2 etc. But this teacher jumped  

6      around from page 1 to page 15 and then back to page  

7      9. It was often like that. We went back and forth. 

8      And it confused me. I couldn’t find the rhythm in  

9      this way of teaching. Therefore, according to my  

10     experience, I think it is best for me. For me it is  

11     most efficient to be taught systematically.  
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Yuko, in the excerpt, connects her preference of Peter’s systematic approach to her Japanese 
background. In a similar way, Mulenga connected her ideas of efficient language teaching to her 
experience learning French. Judging on Yuko’s frequent questions about language correctness in 
class, she seems to be focused on accuracy. This is also supported by her ideal L2 self which 
includes an advanced level of Danish. Thus, for her agency to thrive in an L2 classroom, she 
wants her questions on language rules to be answered. This wish is not fulfilled in Erik’s class 
which helps explain her lack of satisfaction.  
 

4.4.3.3 The L2 learning experience outside the classroom 
The relevance of learner agencies and identities in contexts parallel to the classroom has been 
emphasized in studies by Norton (2000) and Cooke (2006). Accordingly, the agencies of 
Mulenga and Yuko in the classrooms are not the only contextual influence on their L2 
motivational self system. Their motivation for learning Danish is also mediated by their agencies 
in L2 interactions outside it.  

Mulenga and her Danish husband, John, have spoken English together since they met. 
Mulenga sometimes expresses her wish that he would help with her Danish homework and 
generally does not feel he supports her in learning Danish. A common theme in the conversations 
with her is that she wishes he would put more effort into understanding her situation as a black 
foreign woman in Denmark. Instead, her possibility to express and develop an L2 agency in the 
household is closely connected to her 9-year-old stepdaughter, Emma, who lives with them every 
other weekend. Her agency, when Emma is around, is highly dependent on Danish: “when Emma 
is around then I really try hard to speak Danish”. Their conversations involve negotiations of 
identity as a stepmother, a role which she was eager to embrace (Chapter 6; Kolstrup, 2013). 
Mulenga recorded several conversations from the home when Emma was around, but this context 
is the only one outside the classroom in which she ever recorded herself speaking Danish.  
Therefore the data of her agency at her work and in the public sphere comes from my 
observations of her when shopping and going out, plus from the conversations and interviews. In 
the autumn of 2005, Mulenga worked in the evenings cleaning an empty office. She would 
always do the job on her own and only interacted with others when her boss came around. The 
boss was from the Philippines and they spoke English. Similarly, in shops she would initiate 
conversation in English. She frequently reported that she felt like an outsider in Denmark and that 
Danish people were friendly enough, but a bit “cold”. She never before thought about her skin 
colour but recounted multiple experiences in public buses in which she felt people did everything 
they could not to sit next to her. 

In contrast to Mulenga, Yuko actively sought situations in which she could speak Danish. 
This was evident from the various audio recordings she made during autumn 2005. She spoke to 
a clerk in the information booth of her local supermarket when she went to return an incomplete 
item, she spoke with a taxi driver, and several times on the phone. She was also very keen to only 
speak Danish with me and in shops or in cafés she would persevere in Danish as much as 
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possible. Thus, she seemed to actively seek out contexts in which she could exploit Danish 
speakers to enhance her L2 agency. The interactions rarely went completely smoothly, and she 
had English to fall back on. But in general, she reported only positive incidences leading to 
people complimenting her on her Danish. She reported feeling well received by Danish people in 
public and did not report feeling like a visible outsider, contrary to Mulenga. In her home, at this 
point, she still spoke English with Kristoffer. Her reasons for not speaking Danish with him were 
not due to resistance on his side, as was the case with Mulenga, but rather as a hesitation on 
Yuko’s side, wanting to have interesting discussions with him. Instead, she tried to speak Danish 
with the friends and family of her husband. Thus, her L2 agency in her home was active when it 
came to speaking to people other than her husband.  
 Yuko’s seeking out of opportunities to speak Danish outside the classroom goes hand-in-
hand with her conceptualization of her ideal L2 self as one who knows Danish at a level where 
she can function as a student at the art academy she wishes to join. She did not explicitly state 
this herself but her active engagement in Danish speaking contexts can be viewed as a part of the 
package of actions and goals which help her strive to achieve her ideal L2 self.  
 

4.5 Discussion 
 
The two cases of Mulenga and Yuko neatly contrast each other to provide a unique insight into 
the meditational means of their radically different agencies in Peter and Erik’s classrooms.  
Mulenga prefers Erik’s approach which is unstructured, based on oral drills, and which she finds 
“fun”. Yuko does not believe language learning should be fun, and thus prefers Peter’s systematic 
approach based on knowledge of linguistic rules. Their different experiences and agencies in the 
classroom is further linked to and mediated by their history of language learning and learning in 
general. Mulenga does not have a clear ideal L2 self and this deficit to guide her agency in the 
classroom might explain why it is important to her that learning is fun. Without a vivid ideal L2 
self, and without a concomitant positive reinforcement outside the classroom to give it purpose, 
finding motivation for a teaching method which she doesn’t enjoy appears challenging. Yuko, on 
the other hand, has a clear ideal L2 self which makes learning Danish a serious matter 
unconnected with “fun”.  

With these insights into Mulenga and Yuko’s ideal L2 selves, it is not a surprise that 
Yuko experiences Erik’s teaching approach as limiting her agency, while Mulenga experiences 
Peter’s as limiting hers. These issues dovetail with observations and contexts outside the 
classroom. While Mulenga withdraws whenever possible in contexts where speaking Danish is 
avoidable, Yuko does the exact opposite. The only time Mulenga actively seeks out opportunities 
is with her stepdaughter which is both a matter of necessity (Emma only speaks Danish) and also 
as part of her ideal self in terms of being a legitimate member of her new stepfamily (Chapter 6; 
Kolstrup, 2013). These external contexts of the two women outside the classroom mediated their 
agencies in the classrooms in the sense of creating different needs. Yuko, who seeks out everyday 
opportunities outside the classroom to practice Danish, wants the classroom to present an 
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opportunity to talk meta-linguistically about Danish. In comparison, Mulenga only spoke Danish 
with her stepdaughter once every other week and did not practice with others. Therefore, in the 
classroom, she was looking to practice her oral skills for everyday life.  
 The meditational factors considered here are not unidirectional and separate but interact 
and influence each other.  Hence the idea behind referring to it as an L2 motivational self system. 
A change in one part of the system, for instance a new teacher, might bring about changes in 
other parts. In the case of Mulenga and Yuko, such changes were most profound in Mulenga’s 
change of behaviour from Peter’s to Erik’s classroom. However, in this case, the change did not 
seem to influence her agencies outside the classroom or her possible selves. It would have been 
interesting to see what a more long-term change in teacher might have brought about for Mulenga 
and Yuko’s agencies and possible selves. Perhaps it would have brought Yuko to change 
classrooms to seek out a teacher with a classroom approach more closely aligned with her own 
experiences and beliefs about efficient language learning or perhaps it would have supported 
Mulenga to seek out more routine contexts for speaking Danish. While on this we can only 
speculate, what seems evident is that to consider agency and motivation in L2 learning, we are 
well served when we look beyond the confines of the classroom.  
 

4.6 Conclusion 
 
The L2 motivational self system (Dörnyei, 2009a) combined with an activity theoretical 
understanding of agency (Engeström, 2005; Lantolf & Thorne, 2006; Wertsch et al., 1993) 
provides a useful framework to consider how the mediation of learner history, possible selves, 
opportunities to speak the L2 outside the classroom, and learner agency inside the classroom, 
interweave and interact. This analysis, based on Mulenga and Yuko’s personal experience and 
narratives about being in Denmark and learning Danish, also factored in observations and 
recordings of their interactions in Danish in and outside the classroom. Even greater depth – but 
complexity too – would be added if we factored in the broader sociocultural influences of both 
participants. For instance, the nationality and culture of Mulenga and Yuko as a meditational 
factor were only included when they themselves referred to it but a further insight into such 
factors might shed light on, for example, the portrait of the West that they both had before 
coming to Denmark. Mulenga’s notion of Denmark representing “a better life” and Yuko wanting 
a place to pursue her dreams of a career within creative arts obviously have a significant impact 
on their approach to L2 learning, and their strategies to achieve this. Nonetheless, what this 
analysis does illuminate is how learner agency is highly influenced by the teacher’s power to 
create affordances. The emphasis on a balanced L2 motivational self system challenges the way 
language centres typically group and classify learners (based on educational level and linguistic 
background), and the way these institutions often attempt to unify the teaching approach. 
Pedagogically, this paper highlights the importance of a clear, conscious, and elaborate future self 
guide for L2 learning and emphasizes the dynamic interplay and sociocultural factors that make 
interaction and integration a matter that extends far beyond the classroom. 
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