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Toru Yamagami

Thank you so much for taking part in this interview. To start with, what made you

decide to start researching on motivation?
Ema Ushioda

Thanks for inviting me to this conversation, which | really appreciate. | think my original
interest in motivation in language learning goes back to my professional experience. |
used to teach English in Japan, and then the school where | was teaching was opening
an overseas branch in England, in the city of Winchester. Some people called it a
finishing school, like a junior college. They would send a group of 20 Japanese girls,
18- to 19-year-olds, to Winchester for two years to study English and British cultural
studies, so they asked me if | would go to the college in Winchester to teach there. |
ended up working in Winchester for five years, and among other things, | was the
warden of the hall of residence, the accommodation hall for the Japanese students.
So, it was quite an interesting experience because the Japanese students stayed for

two years, and | got to know them quite well.
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While they were living in England and studying English, for the girls who were very
sociable and who formed a lot of friendships with British students, it was really
interesting to see how much their English language skills, especially their oral and
speaking skills, developed during those two years. Especially for the girls who formed
romantic attachments with British boyfriends, it was astonishing how much it
transformed their English abilities during the two years. So, | suppose that really got
me interested in the psychological, emotional, and motivational side of language
learning. But at that time, | was an English teacher. | had no academic training in
linguistics as my original undergraduate degree had been in literature. | decided that

it was something | would be interested in exploring further.

| ended up doing a master’s degree in applied linguistics, where | focused on this
psychological and affective side of language learning for my dissertation, and then |
continued on that topic for my PhD. | think that was a starting point, actually spending
time working with students and witnessing the changes and developments in their

English through the social and personal relationships they had.
Toru Yamagami

That is really interesting! In order to develop a research interest, do you think it is

important for everyone to have some kind of teaching experience?
Ema Ushioda

| do not know if it is important, but | think it is often a really interesting trigger for what
interests you in research. Because when you are doing a PhD project, it is really
important that you choose a topic that you have a strong personal interest in and
curiosity about. After all, if you are going to spend three or four years of your life
working on this topic, if you do not choose a topic that you are really interested in, it
will make your life very difficult. | suppose it was a natural curiosity for me, but | think
it went back much further than that to my own cultural upbringing, my own childhood.
Because | am of Japanese parentage, but | was born and educated in Ireland, and

having that bicultural, bilingual upbringing exposed me from a very early age to some
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really interesting thoughts about language and culture and identity, a sense of
belonging, and moving between different language communities. | guess it was not

surprising that | ended up pursuing that direction.
Toru Yamagami

After you started your MA, what made you decide to do a PhD? Was it because you
wanted to contribute to the English classroom, especially for language learners or

teachers, or was it more about your own curiosity?
Ema Ushioda

Yes, | think it was really more a matter of personal interest, because at that time when
| did my master’s in 1990 to 1991, | think the academic environment was quite different,
in the sense that | had the luxury of not necessarily feeling under pressure to get a
PhD in order to make a significant contribution and enhance my academic profile so
that | could apply for jobs and so on. That was not a priority. After finishing my master’s,
| could have gone back into a teaching career because | really enjoyed teaching, so it
was not a priority for me to get a PhD in order to advance myself academically. | think
it was more a matter of curiosity and interest, because | really enjoyed the research

process and | was interested in pursuing research a little bit further.

| think it also had to do with the academic environment | was in, because this was
in Trinity College in Dublin, where | did my master’s and where | stayed on to do my
PhD, and I think it was a very comfortable and very supportive academic environment.

So that was also helpful in making me decide that this is what | would like to do.
Toru Yamagami

| think you briefly mentioned your PhD experience when you were delivering your MA
module, and | was actually auditing it as a PhD student. When you were doing your
PhD, quantitative approaches were probably dominant, especially given the influence
of Gardner, Deci, and Ryan at the time. Did you ever feel hesitant about using a

qualitative approach, or feel any pressure to follow those dominant trends?
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Ema Ushioda

No, in the sense that | wanted to challenge the dominant positivist quantitative
approach because, having become interested in language learning motivation, | felt it
was very strange that most of the research on language learning motivation reduced
this really interesting and complex concept to a numerical index, because that is what
quantitative methods do. And what seemed to be missing from that whole picture was

an actual individual student’s experiences and motivations.

| was interested originally to see how we could challenge, but then | began to see
it much more as how we could complement, the quantitative tradition with a more
exploratory qualitative perspective, where the focus was on trying to understand
language learning motivation from the point of view of the language learner, rather
than from the point of view of the researcher. Because with the quantitative tradition,
the whole idea is that the researcher theorises motivation and then operationalises
that theory in terms of an instrument, and then uses that instrument. | was much more
interested in trying to understand what motivation means for the person doing the

language learning, what their understanding is.
Toru Yamagami

| think it was quite rare for motivation researchers at that time to use qualitative
approaches. In that sense, did you face any specific practical challenges when
conducting qualitative research? Nowadays, we have many tools and methods to
capture the complexity of people’s motivation and lives but was it more difficult back

then in terms of methods or resources?
Ema Ushioda

| think | was a bit too naive and | did not really think about challenges. | just made it up
as | went along and thought about how best | could try and understand what language
learners think. | just designed a way of interviewing them or talking to them. At that
time, | understand that what | was doing was regarded as being quite pioneering as

there was little qualitative research on motivation. But in many ways what | was doing
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was only just qualitative. It was not very qualitative because the way | analysed the
transcripts that | had was actually in many ways a mixture of qualitative and
quantitative perspectives. So, | did not really use what | have since understood as
thematic analysis, narrative approaches and so on. It was quite a simple way of
analysing the data, because that is how | understood the way it should be done. Also,
| think | wanted to try to compare my findings with what quantitative research findings

were telling us.

For example, in those days it was Gardner’s social psychological theory that
shaped motivation research, and according to that tradition, motivation is very much
defined in terms of motivation towards certain goals, whether they are integrative or
instrumental goals, and the amount of effort you put into achieving that goal, your
desire to learn the language, and your attitudes to learning the language. But what |
found from interviewing my students showed a different perspective. These were
students learning French in Ireland, and they had already come through the school
system in Ireland having studied French, so they were not beginner learners of French.
When | first interviewed them when they were studying French at university and asked
them about their motivation, quite a few of them did not really have a strong sense of
goal or purpose. They had chosen to study French because this was what they liked
or were good at, and so they felt that this was what they wanted to continue learning,
and in some cases goal orientation was not really a strong feature of how they
understood or described their motivation. So that for me was really interesting because
it contrasted with other researchers’ assumptions about how motivation should be
defined. But then interestingly, when | followed up with the students about 14 or 15
months later, in many cases their goal orientation was becoming more crystallised,
because they were looking into the future, looking to graduate and apply for jobs or
develop their careers. So, in some cases, compared to when | had interviewed them
in their first year, their sense of goals and purposes for learning had become clearer,
and that as well for me was interesting. So, goal orientation could be something that
evolves and develops rather than something that is necessarily strongly defined from

the beginning.
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Toru Yamagami

Thank you so much for sharing your experiences! | was really impressed by your idea
of the person-in-context relational view that | believe was published around 2009. You
also mentioned focusing on language learners as people, and | was wondering, do
you think that perspective comes from your teaching and interview experiences, or

perhaps a combination of these?
Ema Ushioda

| think it primarily comes from my professional experience as a teacher. Because when
you are a teacher and you are engaging with students, although when you first meet
students in the class and you think, how am | going to get to know them all, | think very
quickly you develop an understanding of individual students and understand that they
have many personal, interesting things going on in their lives. And understanding
something about each student individually can help you to understand more about
what interests them, what makes them engaged or disengaged, and how to maybe
support their motivation. One of the concerns | had with a lot of the more quantitative
approaches to motivation research and also the pedagogical implications coming out
of those studies was that they often end up offering teachers advice or ideas for how
to motivate certain types of learners. But | always think the risk with that is that you
end up, if you like, stereotyping your students. So rather than thinking of your students
as real people with lots of individuality and so on, you end up treating them as types.
And as teachers, we should not really think about our students as types. We should
think of them as real human beings, whole human beings, uniquely individual, rather
than essentialising them by thinking that is an instrumentally oriented student, that is

an integratively oriented student, etc.

Another example is when in a class we encounter a student who is very quiet and
seems very disengaged, our assumption might be that they are not motivated. But
actually, if you get to know that student, you might discover that there is something
going on in that student’s life which explains why they are behaving that way in the

classroom. Just the other day, | was in a supermarket in my local town, and | was
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carrying a basket and coming to the end of an aisle to move to the next aisle, and then
suddenly this woman with a trolley came barging into that aisle and she nearly crashed
into me. | stepped aside and apologised, and she just glared at me very angrily, did
not apologise and just went on. And at the time | thought she is not a very nice person,
but then as | continued my shopping in that supermarket, | thought well | just do not
know, maybe something terrible was happening to her that day. Maybe she got some
really bad news or maybe she was very stressed about something, and that might help

to explain her behaviour. We just do not know.

| always think that making those snap judgments about people without
understanding something about the context and what might explain their behaviour is
risky. | think it is the same with my interest in understanding motivation. | am not so
much interested in understanding motivation, | am much more interested in
understanding people, and why they might be motivated or not motivated, and what |
as a teacher or as a researcher might be able to do to make their situation better. But
we do not really know how to make their situation better without understanding what
their situation is. Unfortunately, | think it is not just the motivation field, but the SLA
research field in general that tends to take a much more essentialising perspective,
because as SLA researchers we are only really interested in people as language
learners, so we tend to think of them narrowly in that way and that ends up then

decontextualising it.
Toru Yamagami

Thank you so much! | would like to ask you something about methodology. Do you
think qualitative research requires more sophisticated designs and methods in order

to capture the complexity of individuals? What are your thoughts on that?
Ema Ushioda

Well, as | was saying earlier, my own PhD research was qualitative and at that time |
think it was considered pioneering, but in retrospect it was very simplistic, and certainly

compared to the kind of research that my PhD students like yourself do, it was very
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simple and very basic. Most qualitative research that now happens in our field is much
more sophisticated and complex, usually because PhD students like yourself engage

with multiple methods and multiple data sources.

Regarding sophisticated research designs, however, there is perhaps an important
difference to consider between quantitative research and qualitative research. With
quantitative research, what is really important is the quality of your research design
and the quality of the instruments that you develop, but once you have developed
those instruments and piloted them, the researcher who has developed them does not
necessarily need to be there when those instruments are administered. It could be one
of their junior assistants who goes and administers the questionnaire in a classroom,
or even the teacher or an administrator could do that. But with a qualitative researcher,
of course, in many ways it is the researcher himself or herself that is the most important

aspect of the quality of the research.

Because a lot of people say that the researcher is the most important tool in
qualitative research, rather than the instruments. Even if you have a very sophisticated
research design as a qualitative researcher, if you yourself, in your interaction with
your participants and in the way you analyse the data, are not very careful, very
rigorous, and very reflexive in how you go about the whole process, you might end up
with research that is not very good, that is slightly problematic for various reasons. So
| think, yes, of course, having more sophisticated designs and tools can be helpful, but

| do not think it is necessarily the solution.

| think it will depend on the skill and reflexivity of the researcher themselves,
thinking about things like how you engage with your participants, thinking about your
positionality, how your own presence in that research context might shape or affect
what your participants tell you, because the interview process is very much a co-
constructed process. And then thinking about how you analyse the data, thinking about
the kinds of assumptions, biases, subjectivities, but also experiences that you bring to
analysing the data and so on. All of that will enhance the quality and rigour of your

research.
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Toru Yamagami

| have another question but before asking you — congratulations on your 2024 grant
on Navigating the ethical complexities of using generative Al for academic writing.
From that, and from what we have talked about before, it seems like you have been
stepping back a little from motivation research? So, | was just wondering if you could

say a bit about what you are focusing on now and what the project involves.
Ema Ushioda

Thank you so much! In the last six or seven years, | suppose, in my orientation to
motivation research, | have become increasingly interested in the ethical and social
values of research. And that was reflected in a book that | wrote in 2020 on Language

Learning Motivation: An Ethical Research Agenda.

| have become concerned not so much about research ethics in terms of how we
manage participant confidentiality and so on, but more about the ethical values and
purposes of our research and what it means and who it is for and so on. And so, with
that interest in the ethics of academic practice, when ChatGPT was launched in
November 2022, | saw that there was a lot of interest in generative Al and what it can
do, but also the risks that it posed and so on, together with a lot of concern around the
ethics of Al and of using Al. | suppose | began to see an interesting connection there
between my interest in the ethics of academic practice and how we as academics
might want to use generative Al in our academic practice and what sorts of ethical
issues that might pose.

At that time, | was also about to go into a period of academic research leave. | was
finishing five years as head of department, and | knew | was going to have a year of
study leave. One of my objectives during my study leave in 2023 was to develop a
research proposal for funding. Originally, | was planning to apply for a research grant
in the motivation and language education area. But because | was developing this
interest in generative Al and ethical issues and because there was so much sudden

interest in this topic, | also thought strategically that there might be a better chance of
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getting funding if | developed a grant application around this topic than in the
motivation and language education area. So, it was a strategic decision to change my

focus in order to have a better chance of securing funding.

| developed a proposal for a project looking at how academic writers navigate the
ethical challenges and complexities of using generative Al in their academic writing,
when the regulatory landscape is still very much evolving and trying to keep up with
developments in the technology. | was successful in getting the grant and so that is
the project | am working on. There is so much in the way of discussion, debates and
opinion pieces around the use of Al, but at the time, certainly when | applied for my
grant, there was still very little empirical research, because everything was happening
so quickly. In some senses, there was no time for empirical research. Without the time
for empirical research, universities and regulators were having to come up with policy
guidelines on what people could and could not do using Al. | thought there needs to

be more empirical research on this in terms of trying to understand users’ perspectives.
Toru Yamagami

This is a very hypothetical question, but if tools such as ChatGPT or Gemini had not
come out, do you think you would still be interested in this area? Or would you have

focused more on motivation research or identity research instead?
Ema Ushioda

| might have continued with motivation research, because my original intention when
| was taking my research leave was to develop a grant proposal for a project in the
area of motivation and language education. This stemmed from the arguments | was
making in my 2020 book around the need for motivation research in our field to
prioritise the social and ethical values of our research, and so that is probably what |

would have done.

The other aspect of it also is that | am approaching the end of my academic career
as | am approaching retirement very soon. In this sense, | felt it was also interesting

at this stage of my career, having spent over 30 years of my life working in the
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particular area of motivation, to do something new for me, to see whether | would
develop an interest or passion in a new area at this very late stage of my academic

career. That was also for me a personal matter of curiosity.

The project has really given me a lot of new intellectual energy, because it has
involved having to delve into an area around Al technologies and so on that | really
had no knowledge of. That for me was also interesting personally. In social scientific
research, | think we can never know everything. There are always new things to

explore and discover or to understand better.
Toru Yamagami

| think we may need another interview just to talk about your Al research project! Not
only for me, but also as a key scholar in L2 motivation research, and someone who
has perhaps stepped back from the field a little, | think you can offer very interesting
perspectives on where the field is heading. So, | was wondering if you have any advice

or thoughts for the future researchers, especially for younger scholars like myself.
Ema Ushioda

It is very difficult to predict the future, but | think if we look to the past and the history
of our field of research, | think it has been characterised by certain kinds of pioneering
and dominant traditions of inquiry. The obvious ones are the social psychological
approach from Gardner, L2MSS, and self-determination theory. | guess those are the
main three, and then as a counterpoint to that, of course, you have Bonny Norton’s
theory of investment, which takes a much more sociological perspective. In short,
there are certain approaches to theorising and researching motivation that have

shaped and dominated the way the field has evolved.

Outside of those, there are also lots of other interesting work happening and | think
there has always been scope for different developments and diversity in terms of how
we theorise motivation, how we think about it, and how we research it. | am aware that
currently there is a lot of critical debate around the L2MSS, especially from a

methodological point of view. In many ways, there was a similar kind of critical debate
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in that transition from social psychological theories of motivation to the L2ZMSS. There
were similar kinds of debates, and it does not surprise me as | guess that is the natural

way in which a field can evolve.

However, within that, | think there is always scope and room for other researchers
to also express their voices and perspectives and maybe to be innovative and creative
rather than necessarily taking a position or sticking to the dominant traditions of inquiry.
| think for early career researchers coming through the field now, my message would
be ‘be creative’, ‘be innovative’, and ‘do not be afraid to add your voices to the different
debates’ around how the field might evolve, because nobody can predict how it will
evolve. So, | think that would be my way of thinking about things. | think there is always

scope for new ways and new approaches.

| think it also does not mean necessarily that we should therefore ditch the more
traditional approaches as well. So even Gardner’s work and the concept of integrative
motivation is still very valid now in many different contexts. | know that there continues
to be interesting work using that concept. So, | think it was in the 2009 book that | co-
edited with Zoltan Dornyei, where Peter Maclintyre gave one of his chapters a rather
whimsical title about throwing out the baby with the bathwater as a critical comment
on whether the L2ZMSS would replace or supplant Gardner’s theory. | think an
important message is that yes, we need to continue to evolve and develop and
innovate in our field and we might end up therefore critiquing what previous
researchers have done. But that does not mean we should throw the baby out with the
bathwater, because there might well be many aspects of previous research, previous

theorising and so on that are still valuable and still important.

So, regarding the L2MSS, | appreciate that there are a lot of critical arguments now
about validation problems and so on from a methodological perspective. But from a
pedagogical perspective, you know, if you are a teacher and you are working with
students and you are engaging them in the idea of trying to strengthen their motivation
by maybe visualising their future ideal self, using the language and so on, and if that

is proving pedagogically really effective, then that is what is important, isn’t it? Not in
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terms of necessarily how you measure that, but if it has pedagogical value and
meaning for students and teachers, then to me that is much more important than

anything else.
Toru Yamagami

Thank you so much! As a younger scholar without a permanent position, | feel that
today’s academic job market is very competitive. There is a strong expectation to
publish in the journals and to present ourselves as sophisticated researchers in order
to secure jobs. Not only myself, but also many early career researchers experience
imposter syndrome during the PhD journey. | was wondering if you have any advice

on how to deal with these challenges and get through the PhD?
Ema Ushioda

| think everyone has imposter syndrome. Not everyone necessarily will admit to it and
in many ways, | do not think it is something that goes away. So even for someone like
myself, a full professor who has obviously been in academia for a very long time and
is now approaching retirement, there are still many aspects of my work where | still
have imposter syndrome, because people ook to me imagining that | am an expert in
X, Y orZ, and | do not necessarily feel like an expert. Because as | was saying earlier,
we are still continuing to learn, there is still so much we do not know. | might know
more about this topic than somebody else, but | certainly do not know everything. |

think imposter syndrome is very much part and parcel of life as an academic.

| think people have different ways of dealing with it. Some people do not admit it to
themselves or do not admit it to other people. | think some people can get very
defensive as a way of trying to deal with it. | think myself, what | do is | simply

acknowledge it, and that makes me feel more comfortable with myself.
Toru Yamagami

| did not expect that you also experience imposter syndrome.
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Ema Ushioda

Yeah, | especially get it when | receive, for example, invitations to review papers. Often,
the editor who sends the paper to me would say something like, ‘Dear Professor
Ushioda, given your area of expertise in this topic area, we would be very grateful if
you would review this paper’. Then when | read the paper, the abstract, and title, | find
that it is completely outside my area, not a topic that | have any sense of expertise in,
and so | usually then decline. That would be an example of imposter syndrome. So
maybe people have this image of me as being an expert in lots of things. | think it is
also important for us as researchers to acknowledge what we do not know. There is
always so much we can learn. We can learn from our students, from our PhD students,

from our master’s students, undergraduate students.
Toru Yamagami

That is so interesting! Unfortunately, time is running out, so | have one last question.
When | read Aigner and Mercer (2025), which was part of the JPLL dialogue section,
and also listened to Sarah’s plenary at the conference last year where | also presented
my research, | got a strong impression that she holds you in very high regard as an
outstanding qualitative researcher and also as a woman. | was just wondering if there

is anything you would like to say to her.
Ema Ushioda

It is interesting. My encounters with Sarah date back to, | think it was 2010, when |
was invited as a plenary speaker at the IATEFL conference in Harrogate. Marion
Williams was the person who was introducing me as a plenary speaker. | knew Marion
quite well because | had examined some of her doctoral students, and we had had a
bit of interaction, and | also knew her through Zoltan [Ddrnyei]. | do not quite
understand why, but because | was invited as a plenary speaker to this conference,
Marion, who obviously knew Sarah at the time, asked Sarah to be my minder,
someone to look after me during the conference because | was an invited plenary

speaker. So, Sarah was my minder during the conference in Harrogate, which is quite
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interesting because | did not realise | needed a minder to make sure | knew where to
go and what to do and so on. | think what really impressed me about Sarah was how
she progressed from being my minder in 2010 to, just four years later, laying the
foundations for such an important new association through organising the first PLL
conference in Graz in 2014. | am hugely impressed at what she has done on top of
her own research and publication work, especially in terms of how she has really
shaped the psychology of language learning as such an important new field,

association, and community.
Toru Yamagami

Thank you so much for your time!
Ema Ushioda

You are welcome!
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