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No doubt most language teachers have 
struggled to increase student motivation. 
In Japan, students subjected to six years 
of compulsory grammar translation often 
fail to see the practical use of learning 
English. At Fukuoka Institute of 
Technology (FIT) in Fukuoka, Kyushu, my 
students struggled not from a low innate 
aptitude for learning languages but from 
a severe lack of motivation. Language had 
been taught to them as an abstract 
system of rules throughout their junior 
and senior high school days. They knew 
grammar rules ad nauseam but couldn’t 
apply what they had learned in 
productive ways.

 How then could I motivate students 
that had little to no intrinsic motivation 
(i.e. motivation to learn because of a 
genuine desire to acquire the language)? 
Extrinsic motivation in the form of 
external tools such as quizzes and tests 
could certainly evoke some response, but 
I wanted them to enjoy the class, too. 
Gardner and Smythe (1975, as cited in 
Gardner, 2001) proposed a model of 
second language acquisition that focused 
on learning another language in school. In 
their model, Gardner and Smythe 
identified four categories of motivation: 
Group Specific Attitudes, Course Related 
Characteristics, Motivational Indices, and 
Generalized Attitudes. In their model, the 
variable ‘Attitudes Toward the Learning 
Situation’ involved student attitudes 
toward any feature of the environment in 
which learning was to take place. In the 
classroom context, these features could 
include the teacher, the course, 

students’ understanding how they might 
use the language in the future, or any of 
the other numerous factors, both internal 
and external, in the classroom. In their 
Socio-Educational Model, intrinsic 
motivation is comprised of three 
elements:
1) The motivated individual realizes 

effort, time and persistence are 
necessary to learn the language. The 
learner seeks out opportunities to 
learn more about the L2.

2) The motivated individual wants to 
achieve his/her goal. In the case of L2 
acquisition, near-native fluency is the 
goal. 

3) The motivated individual enjoys the 
task of learning the language. 

I was assigned to teach two sections of 
Communicative English to college juniors. 
Each class consisted of roughly 35 boys 
aged 19-21. There were no females in the 
class. 80% of the students were majoring 
in computer technology or robotics. The 
other 20% were majoring in 
environmental conservation. I was told 
that most of the students had low 
proficiency in the English language. Just 
to note, there was no English Department 
at the university. English faculty were 
placed in the Department of 
Environmental Conservation, thus 
emphasizing how small the role of English 
was at the university.  

Before the start of the semester, 
having heard that I would have two 
classes with roughly 30-40 boys in each 
class, I brainstormed how I might create a 
fun thread that would carry the students 
through the 14 week semester. I wanted 
to assign students a project that would be 
fun and help boost motivation, both 
intrinsic and extrinsic, through the 
semester. While threatening students with 
a failing grade could be a motivational 
tool, I wanted to build intrinsic 
motivation in the way Gardner and 
Smythe outlined in their Socio-
Educational Model. 

I remembered a conversation with 
a friend about online dating services. I 
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was surprised to hear that the political 
satire magazine, the Onion, had a 
personals section. (http://
personals.theonion.com/). Considering 
the class size and the fact that I would be 
working with a group of male students 
that were comfortable using technology, 
the idea of using an online dating service 
to learn English seemed like a plausible 
idea. 

In the first class, I introduced the 
course and introduced the personals 
project that would thread through the 
semester. I told students that the first ten 
to fifteen minutes of each class would be 
spent having randomly selected students 
give a report of their online encounters. 
Because the selection of students would 
be random in each class, students had to 
be prepared at anytime to give their 
report. 

In this class, I also taught language 
that would be useful in the creation of a 
personals profile. I created my own 
profile before the class just to get a feel 
for what language use would be required. 
As a warm-up activity, students 
introduced themselves in English to their 
peers. Students would use these self-
introductions for the profile. Students 
were instructed that this was a semester-
long project and journals would have to 
be kept detailing their experiences using 
the personals. I let students know that I 
would be collecting their journals at mid-
semester and at the end of the 
semester. 

The second class of the semester 
was conducted in the computer 
laboratory. Here I took students step by 
step through the creation of an online 
personals profile. All students in the class 
used the Onion personals service to limit 
the questions that might come up 
regarding profile questions. We worked 
step-by-step through the profile while 
answering student questions. Students 
were able to customize their profile 
according to the kind of relationship they 
were interested in (e.g. friends, 
relationship) and the kind of person they 

were looking for (e.g. smoker, hobbies, 
interests, etc.).  

After these initial two classes, 
students were expected to regularly 
network on the personals service and 
keep a detailed weekly log in English of 
their online activity. At the start of each 
class, 2-3 students were called upon 
randomly to talk about people they had 
met online. This semester-long thread 
noticeably increased student motivation 
to use English. Students seemed genuinely 
excited to tell the class in English about 
their online encounters. Also, I could 
refer to the students’ narratives as a 
source of humor and model for grammar 
points arising from students’ online 
conversations. Through this activity, 
students were given a real-world 
application for studying English. Now 
students could apply their knowledge of 
language in practical, fun ways. Also, 
using the computer was a comfortable 
social tool for the students to use English. 
I felt that the activity motivated students 
to want to learn more effective ways to 
communicate their thoughts to their new 
online friends. 

While I am unsure if Gardner and 
Smythe had online dating in mind when 
they mapped out their Socio-Educational 
Model of motivation, the free online 
service was 
extremely useful for increasing intrinsic 
motivation. First, I believe assigning the 
students this task as a semester-long 
assignment helped reinforce the first 
element of the Socio-Educational Model in 
that, indeed, time, patience, and 
perseverance would be necessary to find 
a date on the online dating service using 
English. Second, the students realized 
that near-fluency was the goal in this 
assignment as fluent communication in 
English was necessary to communicate 
with other members of the online dating 
community. Lastly, students seemed to 
want to learn how to communicate and 
genuinely seemed to enjoy using this 
social tool. 

At the time, the personals service 
on the Onion was free; now there is a 500 
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yen per month fee for the service. 
However, a quick Google search draws up 
several free dating services such as 
http://www.datehookup.com/.
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Celebrate what you want to see more of! 

People taking risks to learn!
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