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The aim of this study was to examine how teachers 
affect students' English learning motivation in 
Japanese high school settings. The results showed 
that the second-year students appeared to be less 
satisfied with autonomy need fulfillment with 
English teachers than the first-year students. The 
sources of their dissatisfaction supported the idea 
that autonomy need supportive teachers should 
be less controlling and authoritarian in the 
classroom and use more comprehensive 
instructions to enhance understanding among 

students. 

Introduction 
Dornyei, when reviewing student motivation, 

concluded that teachers have a considerable impact 

on learning motivation and therefore have a 

responsibility to enhance it in their students (2001 ). 

Individual teacher behavior in the classroom has 

been found to be a major factor influencing 

students' motivation in Japanese high schools 

(Kikuchi, 2009). According to the self-determination 

theory of motivation (SDT), the autonomy need is 

one of the three basic needs a student must have 

satisfied in order to develop self-determined 

motivation to learn English (Deci & Ryan, 2002). 

Under such circumstances, it is now more important 

than ever to examine teacher-related factors 

influencing English language learning motivation in 

Japanese settings, focusing on how motivation 

evolves through school years, and how it is affected 

by student-teacher interactions. This study looks in 

some detail at the relationship between autonomy 

need support and self-determined motivation to 

learn English for students, as well as differences in 

perceived autonomy need support from English 

teachers between first year and second year 

Japanese high school students. 

Literature Review: Self-Determined Motivation 
and Teacher Effect on Autonomy Need Support 

Self-Determination Theory (SDT) is one of the 

cognitive theoretical frameworks employed in 

contemporary research on language learning 

motivation. The theory states that all people are 

innately self-determined to learn and that motivation 

explicitly relates to the learner's satisfaction of the 

autonomy need in the classroom (Deci & Ryan, 2002; 

Deci & Ryan, 2008). The SDT considers any 

motivation as having a fluid nature, drifting inside a 

continuum of learner self-determination, and ranging 

from non-self-determined motivation to highly self

determined (Figure 1). 
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Figure 1. SDT Continuum (Adapted from 

Deci & Ryan, 2008) 

From the least self-determined to the highly 

self-determined, the regulations, which control these 

motivations, are defined as the following. There is no 

regulation of the behavior for the state of 

amotivation, wherein the students have no desire or 

intention to do the task. Controlled motivation is 

ruled by external regulations (directed by external 

rewards and punishment) and introjected regulations 

(driven by shame or approval seeking). Finally, 

identified regulations (maintained by conscious 

valuing of the activity), integrated regulations 

(directed by full awareness and internalization of 

values), and intrinsic regulations (driven by pure 

interest) fuel autonomous motivation (Figure 1 ). 

Both autonomous and controlled motivation 

energize and facilitate learning. However, the latter is 

associated with declined psychological well-being 

among students and diminished academic 

achievement. The more autonomous the type of 

motivation people have, the more voluntarily they 

initiate actions. On the other hand, when people 

behave according to the expectations of others and 
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feel external pressure, they are fueled by controlled 

motivation (Deci & Ryan, 2008). 

According to SDT, individuals are more 

motivated, feel more self-determined, and show 

higher levels of well-being when the following three 

basic psychological needs are satisfied: autonomy, 

competence, and relatedness. Autonomy need is a 

desire for personal endorsement of one's own 

behavior. A need for competence is manifested in 

the drive to challenge and master skills in the 

process of learning. Finally, a need for relatedness is 

described as a longing to find a personal connection 

with peers and teachers (Deci & Ryan, 2002). These 

three needs are strongly interrelated: students who 

have one need met are also more likely to have the 

other needs satisfied. Of the three needs, the need 

for autonomy is the focus of SDT research and is 

arguably the most important need to moderate 

learning motivation (Deci & Ryan, 2002). If the 

students' need for autonomy is satisfied, they are 

more willing to participate actively in the classroom 

and show higher achievement and less 

procrastination (Reeve, 2016). 

Unfortunately, such autonomy need satisfaction 

is not always equally provided in all cultures and 

societies. Markus and Kitayama (1991) compared 

research results from different countries and 

suggested that there are individualistic and 

collectivistic societies. Individualistic societies-such 

as those found in North America or Western 

Europe-support the personal freedom of identity 

choice and separation from social contexts. 

Collectivistic societies such as Japan, on the other 

hand, promote maintaining harmony with others and 

fitting in by engaging in socially approved roles. Deci 

and Flaster (1995) mentioned in their earlier work on 

motivation that "Japan, though different and less 

oppressive than the Soviet Empire, also represents a 

version of controlled collectivism" (pp. 135-136). 

Tubbs (1994) stated that the Japanese educational 

system places too much emphasis on rules and 

authority figures in comparison with personal 

autonomy. 

Therefore, based on the literature, it is possible 

to assume that in Japanese high schools, students 

are given little autonomy need satisfaction. As 

mentioned, SDT relies on the autonomy need as the 

main driving force of human motivation. Thus, in line 

with this theory, the following hypothesis are 

proposed: the more autonomy need support from 

their teachers the students in this study experience, 

the higher their self-determined motivation to study 

English will be. 

Methodology: Participants 
The study was conducted in a Tokyo 

metropolitan high school. First- and second-year 

students were asked to participate in this study at 

the end of the academic year 2018 (n=386, Grade 

1=176, Grade 2=210, Boys=178, Girls=208). The 

students had already experienced having classes for 

a year or more with three different native English

speaking teachers (NESTs) and seven Japanese 

teachers of English (JTEs). 

Instruments 
The students took a survey (Appendix A) 

adapted from Agawa and Takeuchi's motivational 

questionnaire (2016). This questionnaire was 

reported by Agawa and her colleague to have higher 

validity and reliability than the one developed by 

Hiromori (2006) that had previously been widely 

used in Japanese educational research field (Agawa 

& Takeuchi, 2016). Items addressing students' 

satisfaction of needs for relatedness were excluded 

from the present study, as its focus was specifically 

on the need for autonomy. The autonomy need 

items were modified to address students' level of 

satisfaction with JTEs and NESTs separately. The 

students were asked to use their smartphones to 

access an online version of the questionnaire and 

respond to 32 statements by selecting level of 

agreement on a Likert scale (1 = not true at all, 2 = 

not true, 3 = cannot say, 4 = true, and 5 = very much 
true). 

The average Global Test of English 

Communication for Students (GTEC) score of the 

English proficiency test, which is mandatorily used in 

Tokyo metropolitan high schools, was 380 points. 

According to the GTEC grade system, this score falls 

into the range of Primary Level 3 (GTEC, n.d.). The 

third part of the questionnaire consisted of three 

open-ended narrative frames: "Compared to JTEs, 

foreign teachers are ... ," "Compared to NESTs, 

Japanese teachers are ... ," and "During my English 

lessons there are the following things I want my 

teacher to do .... " 

Quantitative Results 
The data collected from the questionnaire 
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items were analyzed using traditional descriptive 

statistics of SPSS software. The sample average for 

identification as a motivational regulation was 3.83. 

This was followed by external regulation at 3.13, 

intrinsic regulation at 3.06, and finally amotivation at 

2.2 (Table 1). After integrating different types of 

motivation into a self-determination index (SDI) 

(Vallerand & Bissonnette, 1992) by assigning a 

weight of +2 to intrinsic, +1 to identified, -1 to 

external and -2 to amotivation, it became evident 

that the students in this study can be interpreted as 

moderately self-determined with a positive SDI of 

2.5. An average mean of 3.43 for autonomous 

motivation versus 3.12 for controlled also 

characterizes the students as more autonomously 

motivated than controlled. 

To find out whether Japanese high school 

students perceive NESTs and JTEs differently, one 

sample t-test was conducted to compare means and 

find whether there was any significance in variance. 

The results revealed that the students sampled 

demonstrated only a marginally higher autonomy 

need fulfillment score with their NESTs (M 3.56) than 

with their JTEs (M 3.46). 

According to the results obtained, the 

perception of teacher autonomy need support at a 

moderate level of significance correlates with 

intrinsic motivation (r = .389, p < .01 for NESTs and r 

= .345, p < .01 for JTEs). That is, in the Japanese 

high school educational environment where teachers 

are perceived by students as autonomy need 

supportive, the level of students' intrinsic motivation 

is higher than in the situation when teachers are not 

perceived as such. Identified regulation showed a 

slightly lesser level of correlation with autonomy 

need satisfaction (r = .302, p < .05 for NESTs and r = 

.295, p < .05 for JTEs). These findings support the 

t df Sig. 

(2-tailed) 

Intrinsic 64.346 385 .000 

Identified 101.507 385 .000 

External 66.563 385 .000 

Amotivation 46.395 385 .000 

SDT assumption that the more the autonomy need is 

satisfied, the more internalized learning motivation is 

(Figure 1 ). 

The data were further analyzed for correlations 

to investigate possible positive or negative 

dependencies among various variables (Appendix B). 

Two variables appeared to be correlated to the 

students' grade year: autonomy need fulfillment and 

English language proficiency level. First, there was a 

slightly negative correlation between the students' 

year and the autonomy need fulfillment in classes 

with both NESTs (r = -.248, p < .001) and JTEs (r = 
-.157, p = .002). At the same time, a small positive 

correlation was found between the students' grade 

year and GTEC score (r = .181, p < .001). Therefore, 

second-year students had higher English proficiency 

levels than first-year students, but lower autonomy 

need satisfaction. 

English proficiency level also had statistically 

significant, but very small, positive correlations with 

the following variables: autonomy need fulfillment 
with NESTs (r = .120, p = .02), intrinsic motivation (r 

= .240, p < .001), and identified regulation (r = .173, 

p = .001 ). Proficiency was negatively correlated with 

external regulation (r = -.310, p < .001) and 

amotivation (r = -.317, p < .001). As a general trend 

in this study, higher English proficiency levels among 

Japanese high school students were related 

positively to autonomy need satisfaction with native 

teachers and autonomous motivation and negatively 

to controlled motivation. 

Qualitative Results 

In the third part of the questionnaire, the 

students were asked to write a couple of sentences 

in Japanese comparing NESTs and JTEs and 

explaining what they want their teachers to do in the 

Mean Mean Difference 

Difference 95% Confidence Interval of 
the Difference 

Lower Higher 

3.06434 2.9707 3.1580 

3.83463 3.7604 3.9089 

3.12781 3.0354 3.2202 

2.20000 2.1068 2.2932 

Table 1. Motivational Items 
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English language classroom. Some of the differences 

and similarities are listed below. 

Fifty-three first year students (34%) commented 

that NEST lessons are useful, especially for learning 

pronunciation. Twenty-six second graders (25%) 

shared the same sentiment. "Their pronunciation is 

great" and "we can learn good pronunciation and 

authentic vocabulary from them" were among the 

common answers. 

Twenty-nine first-year students (19%) wrote that 

it was difficult for them to communicate with NESTs 

compared to JTEs. The most common answers were 

"I don't understand what they say," "their 

pronunciation is too good to understand," "they use 

many difficult words," or "my English is very bad, so 

I can not talk to them." Twenty-eight second-year 

students (30%) expressed similar difficulties in 

communication. 

Ninety-six first-year students (67%) wrote that 

JTEs are easier to communicate with, writing that 

"we can use Japanese with them" or "they are easy 

to understand." Only forty-six second-year students 

(48%) shared this perception. 

Eleven first-year students (8%) reported the 

nature of some JTEs to be controlling by writing 

"they always tell us what to do," "they think that 

they are always right, and I do not like this feeling," 

or "they are nagging." Seventeen percent of 

second-year students had similar negative feelings 

towards JTEs, stating that "they are bossy," or "they 

are critical." 

Finally, in the third narrative frame the students 

wrote about what they wanted JTEs and NESTs to do 

in English classes. Their comments were coded into 

the following categories: communicative skills, 

intrinsic entertainment, academic skills, practical 

things, and nothing in particular. The most frequent 

answer was "nothing" as 43 first-year students (37%) 

and 16 second-year students (23%) stated that they 

had no idea what they wanted from JTEs and NESTs 

in English classes. Seven first-year students (6%) 

identified practical skills as the main thing they 

wanted to learn in the classroom by writing "teach us 

something we can use when we go abroad" or 

"teach us something we really can use outside 

Japan." The same number of second-year students 

(10%) expressed similar wishes. 

Twenty-three first-year students (18%) 

expressed a desire to learn more communicative 

skills by accentuating "I want to talk more," "teach 

us communication," and "I want to talk in English." 

Nineteen second-year students (27%) mentioned 

that they would prefer more "talking one-to-one" 

and "free talk" in their English classroom. 

Discussion 

The results showed that autonomy need 

satisfaction had a positive correlation with self

determined motivational variables and English 

proficiency. Therefore, according to the findings of 

this study, the fulfilment or frustration of the 

autonomy need of Japanese high school students 

has a great impact on motivation to learn English in 

class. The connection between autonomy need 

support and intrinsic and identified regulations 

highlighted existing findings (Deci & Ryan, 2008) 

which demonstrate a relationship between teacher 

support and students' enjoyment and involvement in 

the educational process. It is important to note that 

the higher the level of internalization of motives, the 

higher the correlation coefficient. The presence of a 

negative connection between autonomy need 

satisfaction and the external motivation of the 

students confirmed the research hypothesis that in 

an environment in which the teacher is controlling 

the students, the latter's external motivation 

dominates By comparison, when the teacher 

supports students' needs, pronounced intrinsic and 

identified motivation prevail. 

In this study, the second-year students had 

lower perceptions of autonomy need satisfaction in 

their English classes compared to the first-year 

students. It's possible that the age difference of the 

first- and second-year students positively affected 

the latter's need for learner autonomy. The older 

students are, the more autonomy they desire. 

However, in practice, teachers are perceived as not 

providing enough autonomy support in the 

classroom to facilitate this psychological 

development. This may be well explained by a 

possible increase in autonomy need in the second 

year, which was no longer satisfied when given the 

same level of support as the first-year students 

received. 

More second-year students than first-year 

students regarded JTEs as having a controlling 

personality, and a lesser number of second-year 

students than first-year students found JTEs easy to 

communicate with. The analysis also revealed that 

more second-year than first-year students had 
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difficulties in communicating with NESTs. As all three 

basic psychological needs are strongly interrelated, it 

is possible to assume that an increased desire for 

better understanding and more communication 

among the second-year students reflects their 

longing for relatedness in the classroom. Their 

frustrated need for relatedness may affect their 

perception of autonomy support provided by both 

types of teachers. Further research is needed to look 

at satisfaction of all three needs to find support for 

this assumption. 

Interestingly, the English proficiency level 

rose in second-year students relative to first-year 

students. At the same time, the number of second

year students who claimed they could not 

understand English also increased. This sudden 

decrease in "understanding" despite the increase in 

proficiency might be due to the significant amount of 

time spent preparing for university entrance 

examinations (Kikuchi, 2009). Second-year students 

may feel that after all the time they spent preparing 

for these tests, they still did not understand their 

NESTs, resulting in a sense of loss of control of their 

learning environment. 

Conclusion 

The high school students that participated in 

this study manifested a small statistical difference in 

their perceptions of native and non-native teachers' 

autonomy need support in the English classroom. 

The results from the motivational aspect indicated 

that although the students' intrinsic motivation was 

not significantly high with a total sample mean of 

3.05, when viewed alongside their identified 

regulation score of 3.8, it suggests that the students' 

motivation was moderately self-determined (SDI 2.5) 

and more autonomous than controlled. 

When it comes to grade/age variation in 

motivation, the results showed that the second-year 

students appeared to be less satisfied with 

autonomy need fulfillment in English classrooms than 

the first-year students with both NESTs and JTEs. 

The fact that second-year students felt less 

psychological support than first-year students is 

indirect evidence that as students progress 

throughout their high school studies, their 

perception of teacher control changes as the focus 

shifts to studying for university entrance 

examinations. This is perceived as pressure and a 

restriction of their freedom, frustrating students' 

need for autonomy and in many respects, their 

competence, and as a result, may perform a negative 

function in the educational process. 

The sources of their dissatisfaction were 

partially revealed in the qualitative component of the 

study and supported the idea that autonomy-need 

supportive teachers should be less controlling and 

authoritarian in the classroom and instead be more 

understanding and easy to communicate with. The 

limitation of this study is that it only looked at one 

psychological need: autonomy. All three basic 

psychological needs are positively interrelated in this 

study (Appendix B). Therefore, the author suggests a 

possibility that the need for relatedness was less 

satisfied in older students too. More comprehensive 

research is needed to look at all three type needs 

satisfaction in Japanese high schools. 

The combination of quantitative and qualitative 

results of this study supports the belief that 

motivation is complex and multifaceted. English 

language teachers in Japan could learn how to be 

autonomy need supportive, as long as they critically 

evaluate the quality of student-teacher relationships 

in their classrooms. If teachers become more 

responsive, listen more and talk less, give students 

choices and time for independent work, and make 

opportunities for students to take the initiative, in 

other words, become more autonomy need 

supportive to their students, it may be possible to 

predict an increase in older students' perceptions of 

autonomy need satisfaction, followed by a possible 

rise in self-determination, motivation, and 

achievement. 

High school teachers of English in Japan are 

advised to reflect on their classroom practices and 

find ways on how they can become more autonomy 

supportive to suit the needs of different levels of 

students. One approach does not fit all, as a range of 

factors such as age, social status, gender, and so 

forth, can influence students' motivation. Therefore, 

teacher-student communication practices, such as 

reflective feedback questionnaires, could be 

implemented in schools as a means of needs 

assessment. It is hoped that the results of this study 

may be useful to educators and researchers in the 

field to link theory with practice and to further 

explore methods and techniques to create a more 

autonomy-supportive educational environment in 

Japanese educational settings. 
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Appendix A: Autonomy Need Scale 
Amendments to the Agawa-Takeuchi Scale 
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Motivational Items Used Unchanged from the 
Original Questionnaire 

Intrinsic motivation factor items: 
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