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Like many teachers I have struggled to 
motivate my students. As a teacher in 
secondary schools I struggled to motivate 
disaffected students. Now as teacher in a 
foreign language university, my students 
are mostly intrinsically motivated, yet I still 
find if difficult to motivate them to engage 
in some behaviors I believe will help them 
improve their English, such as avoiding 
code switching. One thing that motivated 
me strongly when I was a student was a 
sense of meaning. Meaning, as I am using 
it, means contributing to something larger 
than oneself, such as society or a group. It 
is one of five intrinsically motivating 
aspects of well being from Seligman's 
(2011) well being theory. I think this may 
be important because as a high school 
student I was very disaffected and a 
teacher helped to motivate me by showing 
me meaning in everyday efforts in school 
life. Before telling my story, I will briefly 
explain well being theory, and finally I will 
share two ideas for developing meaning in 
class.

Seligman's (2011) well being theory is a 
theory within the field of positive 
psychology, which studies psychologically 
healthy people to understand what 
psychological health is and how to 
promote it. Seligman believes that his five 
attributes of well being are necessary for 
human flourishing based in part on 
evidence that each attribute is intrinsically 
motivating. That is people pursue them for 
their own sake and do not require an 

external reward. 

The five attributes are positive emotion, 
engagement, accomplishment, 
relationships, and meaning. I think many 
teachers work with these in their 
classrooms. If one tries to make classes 
fun for the students or offers rewards such 
as grades for success one is using positive 
emotion as a motivator. When one sets a 
challenging, attainable goal for students 
one motivates them with accomplishment. 
When students work on a task that uses 
their strengths and is not too hard or too 
easy, they may experience a state called 
flow in which they are fully engaged and 
time seems to stop. They may then 
increase their interest in that activity or its 
subject. This is engagement. (Seligman, 
2011). As for relationships, many teachers 
deliberately help their students develop 
positive relationships with their classmates 
with activities called ice breakers that help 
the students get to know and build trust 
with one another. This can lead to happier 
and more productive classes (Dörnyei and 
Murphey, 2003).

Finally there is meaning. This may seem 
like it is beyond our control. A student may 
be motivated by her dream of using her 
English fighting poverty as an international 
aid worker. Such a student may be highly 
motivated, but a student without a vision of 
how they will use English will not be 
motivated in this way. Yet my own 
experience as a high school student 
convinces me that it is possible to show 
students how to find meaning in their class 
work and this is potentially very beneficial. 

I had been a very bright and curious child 
interested in art, math, science, music, etc. 
However, in my first year and a half of high 
school I was very disaffected. Although I 
had a few friends, I did not feel a part of 
any group that I could contribute to and I 
felt generally rejected by my classmates. I 
felt rejected by those students who 
participated in sports, who I felt did not 
allow me to participate. I also felt 
classmates rejected me for one of my 
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greatest strengths, my love of learning. So, 
I avoided showing this aspect of myself. I 
neglected my work, hid my interest, and 
got poor grades. 

To their credit, the school tried to provide a 
sense of belonging and meaning to the 
students. The administration tried to instill 
what they called school spirit. This seems 
to have meant that being a student at the 
school was part of one’s identity and one 
supported fellow students. Unfortunately, 
the effort to develop school spirit centered 
around pep rallies. These are assemblies 
in which students cheer the football team 
(American football) and encouraged them 
to do well in the upcoming game. I deeply 
resented that this attention was given only 
to students I felt had rejected me. Rather 
than feel a part of something larger than 
myself, I felt the school had little interest in 
me. I did not think the school knew or 
cared who I was, what I was good at, or 
what my dreams were. I refused to go to 
pep rallies and usually snuck off campus 
with my friends and smoked.

Naturally, my poor grades were of great 
concern to my parents who tried to 
motivate me with money for good grades 
and threatening to refuse permission for 
me to get a drivers license (In California 
people can get a license at age 16 but only 
with their parents’ permission). These 
efforts had little effect. 

My attitude changed when my biology 
teacher had a talk with me. He sat down 
with me before class one day and told me 
that he knew that I was very bright and 
that I should be an A student. Moreover, he 
said that bright students are very important 
for the success of the whole class because 
we set an example and help the other 
students learn. He asked me to help him 
by being that kind of student. After this talk 
I began studying harder in all my classes. I 
rediscovered my love of learning and 
developed an identity as an A student. 
That love of learning enriches my life to 
this day. 

I remember being very impressed with the 
idea that my love of learning could 
contribute to the class and help the 
teacher.  This showed me that being bright 
was something to be proud of and that it 
was a way to contribute to something 
larger than myself. Reflecting on this I 
wondered if something can be done to 
impart meaning to the class as a whole. I 
believe there may be and I will now share 
two ESL activity ideas I think could be 
effective.

The first idea is based on ongoing 
research by Tim Murphey and his 
collaborators, which I first heard about at 
Japan Association of Language Teacher's 
2012 National conference. Murphey (2012) 
describes this research in which students 
were asked to describe how an ideal 
classmate would help them learn. The 
researchers then reported the most 
common responses to the students and 
asked them to rate each item on whether it 
was important for learning and whether 
they or their classmates had exhibited the 
behavior.  In a follow up Murphey (2013) 
reports that the end of term survey showed 
that some students were thinking about 
how they could be ideal classmates. My 
idea is for a communication activity in 
which students would brainstorm in small 
groups how an ideal student would help 
them learn. Then they would make 
predictions about whether or not their 
classmates agree with their ideas and 
survey the class to test their predictions. 
Of course the results would be shared with 
the entire class. I think this would show 
students a way to contribute to the group.

Drawing on students' individual strengths 
may be even more effective. An idea to 
accomplish this is based on an activity 
called Using Signature Strengths one of 
five activities Siligman (2011) described 
that in double blind trials increased 
positive emotion. First participants take a 
survey to rank their level in 24 cross-
culturally admired human strengths. Their 
top five strengths are their signature 
strengths. For example, my signature 
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strengths are curiosity, love of learning, 
creativity, fairness, and forgiveness. Once 
they have identified their signature 
strengths, participants use one of their 
signature strengths in a new way each day 
for a week. My suggested variation to 
develop meaning is to ask the students to 
use their signature strengths to contribute 
to the class or help a classmate in each 
class meeting. For example, if a student's 
signature strength is kindness, he might 
complement his conversation partners. 
The learners would keep a journal 
explaining how they used their signature 
strengths and how they think it contributed 
to the class. 

These proposed activities have two 
important characteristics that distinguish 
them from my high school's pep rally 
based motivational efforts or parents’ 
worries about future success. First, they 
treat all students equally. Everybody's 
strengths and contributions are accepted 
and utilized, so one is not motivated while 
another is demotivated. Second, the 
activities show students how to derive 
meaning from behaviors that contribute to 
the goal of the class. This will make them 
more useful for encouraging behaviors that 
promote learning. I encourage readers to 
try these activities as I will this coming 
term. Happy motivating. 
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Learner views

Students in Sumatra
Interviewed by Tomoko Wakushima

I asked three students who did 
“voluntourism” in Sumatra (with their 
teacher Kara Dymant, see her article in 
this issue) to answer some questions. All 
three were students at Kanda Institute of 
Foreign Languages (KIFL) at the time they 
went to Sumatra and two are now Kanda 
University of International Studies (KUIS) 
students and one is working. They are 
Kishin Naito, Ayami Goto and Marino 
Suzuki. The questions were: Why did you 
go? What did you do there? What did you 
learn? And, What advice do you have for 
others? These interviews were done by 
email and these are the students’ own 
voices. I thank them for answering and 
inspiring others to travel

Kishin Naito (KUIS student)
Why did you go?

 “I have been interested in volunteering 
abroad and also will try to work as a 

member of a volunteer group in the future. 
It is one of my dreams. Moreover, I had 

told Kara about that. One day, she 
introduced volunteering programs in 

[Sumatra]. It was so fascinating to me. 
Therefore, I thought I did not want to miss 
the opportunity! I was really nervous to go 

because I had never been abroad and 
was worried about everything. I decided 

to go with high hopes.”

What did you do there?

 “We visited villages, an orphanage, a 
Muslim and Christian school and met NPO 

association, KSPPM. At schools and 
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