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Introduction
In this article I report on a case-study 
(Koyama & Oh, 2006) that investigated 
positive changes in the online class 
participation of a demotivated ESL 
student. A variety of perspectives can be 
taken on the topic of motivation in the 
language learning classroom depending on 
the context and purpose of the learning. 
Some scholars to say that there has come 
a shift in the standards and expectations 
in teaching practices (Harasim, 2000) 
because of the exponential growth of 
technology and its proliferation in 
schools. While some teachers may worry 
about the effectiveness of technology, 
such as online learning, Zhao (2005) 
conducted a meta-analysis that 
illuminated the effectiveness technology-
based language instruction as equal to 
that of the traditional classroom, finding 
“an overwhelmingly positive effect of 
technological applications on language 
learning” (2005, p. 30).

Over the years, the interconnectedness of 
English programs, online learning, and 
motivation has been investigated from 
numerous angles. Research has shown 
that online learning enhances ESL 
learners' motivation, increases student 
autonomy, and can aid in overcoming 
barriers commonly found in traditional 
classroom settings (see for example, 
Braine, 2002; Casanave, 2004; Lam, 2004; 
Sullivan & Pratt, 1996; Warschauer, 1996; 
Zhao, 2005, among others). However, 
research identifying the potential dangers 
of using technology, such as computer-
mediated communication is also 
prevalent. In fact, Chapelle (2001) warns 
that conclusions should not be drawn 
about the effectiveness of technology as a 
teaching medium, as studies have shown 
that the quality of online discourse, as 

well as student motivation, can be 
negatively affected by a range of factors 
including individual abilities such as 
language proficiency and typing skills 
(Belz, 2002; Lee, 2004; Warschauer, 
2000).

The study
Over one academic year, the researchers 
taught the participant (“Nami”) in 
different intermediate-level face-to-face 
(F2F) classes and in the term that 
followed the F2F classes, Nami elected to 
take two advanced-level courses ESL 
courses that were conducted wholly 
online and were also taught by the 
researchers. In the F2F context, both 
researchers recalled Nami as a passive 
student who rarely contributed more than 
the minimum to group discussions if at 
all. Her class participation was low, her 
homework was often late, and she often 
appeared bored interacting with her 
classmates in F2F classroom activities.

In online course activities, however, 
Nami’s performance was astonishingly 
different. For example, Nami actively 
participated in an online reading course 
that had an activity where a student 
leader of a reading group selected an 
article to facilitate in a group discussion. 
As seen in Excerpt 1, Nami focuses the 
group discussion from chitchat to 
discussion on the article at hand:

Excerpt 1. Reading circle chat log
Group leader> wow, it is so late, are you 
feeling tired?
Nami> no I am okay
Nami> I am taking class from 6 – 9 pm
Group member B> oh…
Group member B> everyday? 
Group member B> so late;
Nami> no
Group Leader> Oh…
Nami> 2 days a week
Nami> let’s start homework!!

(March 2006)

Nami’s behaviour in the online chat room 
was very different to the passive student 



in the F2F classroom. Her online actions 
brought to mind Dörnyei and Murphy 
(2003) who put forth the notion of 
students’ “Territorialising” their learning 
environs, whereby increasing the control 
of the learning environment can lead to 
more motivated and autonomous 
learning. Nami’s extraverted participation 
was not limited to the reading circles. In 
fact, she also showed a great amount of 
initiative in her listening and speaking 
class by completing extra assignments and 
did so on the same time frame as the 
other students completed only the 
minimum required. Once, she completed 
all five options of an interview 
assignment, when she was only required 
to complete two of the five options. Each 
option required a separate interview with 
a native speaker and the use of difficult 
audio editing software which she had 
never used before then. Regardless of 
this, she managed to complete the 
assignment and its extra components by 
the original assignment deadline. These 
actions characterized a very different 
learner than the F2F course had seen. 
Perhaps, the researchers felt, Nami was 
better suited to learn in the online 
contexts. Spolsky’s Condition 31, The 
Learning Style Preference Condition, 
seemed to describe her new learning style 
well: “Learners vary in their preference 
for learning style and mode; as a result, 
learning is best when the learning 
opportunity matches the learner’s 
preference” (1989, p. 20). Since taking 
online courses was optional, it seemed 
plausible that Nami’s increased 
participation in online courses might be 
attributed to a combination of 
Territorialising and Condition 31.

Findings
At the end of the term, the researchers 
interviewed Nami to illuminate what 
caused a passive learner to become so 
active and motivated in the online 
classroom. To aid in the recall of the term 
that had just finished, the researchers 
showed Nami the transcripts from the 

chat room discussions of the reading 
circles and asked her specific questions 
about her chat room activities. When she 
was asked why she decided to start group 
discussions in spite of not being the group 
leader, she replied, “I don’t wanna just 
waste my time and [group member B] uh, 
she doesn’t join group meetings. If they 
don’t come, we have to meet more time. 
And to make re-schedule takes time, 
too” (April, 2006). In Excerpt 2, Nami was 
asked about her reason for choosing 
online courses:

Excerpt 2. Why online courses
Question: Why did you choose online 
courses instead of F2F classes?
Nami: I can do homework anytime. I 
don’t have to come to campus.
Q: Oh I see. So you have more free time. 
N: Yeah. [Smiling]
Q: What do you do with your free time, 
then?
N: eh, go surf? Hahaha

(March, 2006)

However if having free time was an issue 
for Nami, the researchers wondered as to 
why she had elected to do so much extra 
work in the listening and speaking course 
(See Excerpt 3).

Excerpt 3. The speaking course 
technology
Question: What do you like about taking 
online speaking courses?
Nami: I like the technology.
Q: Oh, that’s interesting. Many students 
had trouble with the editing software.
N: I like to use it.
Q: Yeah, the technology? What do you use 
it for?
N: I wanna be a DJ.
Q: Oh, a DJ. So you’ll use the technology 
for making music. That’s cool. What 
about studying English?
N: Actually…I spend time with my friends 
‘cause I wanna learn real English.

(April, 2006)



What Nami has taught us
It is no secret that motivation can come 
in many forms and is tailor-made. It was 
our experience, as teachers of both F2F 
courses as well as online ones, that 
students liked the freedom and autonomy 
of online classes and ‘good students’ who 
blossom in the online environment were 
nurtured thorough classroom activities 
that took advantage of the students’ 
motivations. Here we found that our 
perceptions of Nami as ‘a good 
student’ (as she was) in the online 
courses were colored by our experiences 
that led us to believe that good students 
have language at the centre of their 
learning goals. In closing, this quote from 
an interview, by Michelle Fine, of a high 
school dropout seems to characterize 
what Nami might have been feeling in the 
F2F classrooms:

“I was always taught that you went to 
elementary school to prepare for junior 
high to prepare for high school, which 
prepared you for college, which prepared 
you for life. But, life was happening when 
I was fourteen, and I was stuck in school. 
I wasn’t being prepared, I was being held 
back, constrained…I had energy, passions, 
physical life to lead and that was set 
back. I couldn’t wait and postpone my 
dreams.” (Fine, 1994, p. 10).
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