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Abstract

This study investigates the motivation and learning behaviors of 55 university students who failed the
required English Communication course and subsequently enrolled in a repeater class. To identify effective
motivational strategies, the study employs a sixteen-item qualitative questionnaire. The results indicated
five key approaches: culturally responsive teaching, adapting instruction to learners’ interests, integrating
technology such as language-learning applications, fostering a supportive classroom environment, and
setting personalized, career-relevant goals to enhance self-efficacy. The implementation of these strategies

has the potential to improve learning outcomes and reduce dropout rates.
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Introduction

Enhancing student engagement and learning remains a persistent challenge for educators. This
study focuses on at-risk repeater students, meaning learners who have previously failed the
mandatory English courses and are required to retake them. An at-risk student is one who is at
risk of not meeting academic or social expectations or of not graduating (Slavin &Madden,
1989). These students face various challenges, from limited exposure to English to cultural and
linguistic differences which can make traditional teaching methods less effective (Huang &
Chalmers, 2023). In this context, many students in repeater classes are also student-athletes or
active members of university sports clubs, which places additional demands on their time and
affects their ability to engage consistently in English coursework. As Dornyei (2005) emphasized,
without sufficient motivation, even individuals with remarkable abilities cannot accomplish long-
term goals, and neither are appropriate curricula and good teaching, on their own, enough to ensure
student achievement (p. 65). Motivating university-level EFL students involves a mix of
psychological, sociological, and linguistic factors (Dornyei, 1998, 2010a). In repeaters’ courses,
learners are often unmotivated and reluctant to learn. Many students in the repeater class ask how
many classes they can miss during the semester and still pass, reflecting low intrinsic motivation
and engagement. Therefore, teachers should implement strategies to overcome motivational,
personal, and learning challenges, making English proficiency appealing, engaging, relevant, and

supportive.

Despite research on general motivational strategies in EFL classrooms, few studies focus
specifically on at-risk repeater students at Japanese universities who have previously failed
required English courses and who may also be balancing athletic commitments. This study
addresses this gap by examining motivational strategies from both teacher and student
perspectives, aiming to identify effective approaches for fostering engagement and improving

outcomes in repeater classes.
Literature Review

Studies from the early 2000s (Jolly, 2008; Melendez, 2007) suggest that student- athletes have a
higher risk of academic failure than other students because of the time needed for training and

competitions. Such demands may overwhelm student-athletes with stress. Academic failure may
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also occur because student athletes lack study skills, self-regulation strategies (Thompson &
Geren, 2002), and self-management abilities (Tang & Wong, 2014). Because many participants in
this study were student-athletes, previous research on student-athlete academic risk is relevant to
understanding their motivational profiles. Balancing sports and study is challenging for student-
athletes. Omar-Fauzee et al. (2014) report that confidence and goal setting also have a moderately
high correlation with coping with adversity. Thus, if student-athlete has high confidence and set

effective goal, their ability to cope with adversity is higher.

Several studies have found that motivation is crucial to successful foreign language learning (e.g.,
Gardner, 1985; Chen, Warden, & Chang, 2005; Nishida, 2012c). Therefore, it is important to create
a supportive environment that encourages effort and peer collaboration. External motivations, such
as job prospects, often dominate. However, connecting English study to personal interests can
enhance motivation to study.

Later research emphasizes the role teachers play and the importance of the classroom environment
in student motivation. According to Dornyei (2001a), most teachers who consider their students’
long-term development recognize the importance of enhancing motivation and sustaining their
goal-oriented behavior. Sugita McEown & Takeuchi (2014) wrote that motivational strategies used
by university EFL instructors in Japan were effective. Strategies that focused on creating a
positive atmosphere, such as humor, offering praise, and showing enthusiasm, were more
successful in motivating students. These findings highlight the importance of aligning motivational
techniques with students’ cultural and psychological readiness. Williamson & Blackburn (2024)
stated students are motivated differently. Therefore, not all methods are effective for every student

at all times.

Research Questions

This research seeks to inform educators on how to motivate and sustain at-risk EFL learners,

centering on two research questions:
RQ 1: How can teachers effectively motivate at-risk language learners?

RQ 2: What strategies can universities and teachers implement to maintain the motivation of at-

risk language learners over time?
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Methodology
Participants & Setting

The study involved 55 non-English majors at a Japanese university, most of whom were athletes.
Participants were required to enroll in the repeater course as part of their academic progress, but
their participation in the study was voluntary. Students were informed that their data would remain
confidential and that participation would not influence course grades. Instruction was delivered
once a week in 100-minute classes. Data from students who did not provide consent were
excluded. The study was conducted from spring 2023 to fall 2025.

Data Collection

A qualitative survey design was used to explore learners' experiences and beliefs about motivation.
The data collection tool was a 16-item English-language questionnaire (see APPENDIX A) that
addressed participants' backgrounds, perceptions of communication ability, and beliefs about
learning. The questionnaire was completed at the start of each semester. Students’ responses were
analyzed qualitatively to identify common themes about motivation, engagement, and perceived

challenges.
Results

Participants were 55% female, 44% male, and 1% identified as other. 90% of participants reported
starting to study English in elementary school. Many students were also studying a second foreign

language, with Chinese and Spanish being the most common, 39% and 20%, respectively.

Students reported significantly higher confidence in their Japanese skills than in their English
skills. 90% felt confident or extremely confident in Japanese, while only 10% expressed the same
level of confidence in speaking English. Motivation levels varied: 37% of participants were
extremely motivated, 42% somewhat motivated, 16% not very motivated, and 5% not motivated

at all.

Importance of English for future career (Q8): 82% reported that English was important or very
important for their future career, 10% reported it was somewhat important, and 8% selected “other”

or were unsure.
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Culturally responsive teaching (Q9): 71% of students agreed that lessons including Japanese
examples or culture made learning more engaging, 15% were neutral, and 14% disagreed.
Relevance to hobbies (Q10): 65% agreed that connecting English learning to hobbies such as
anime or J-pop increased interest, 20% were neutral, and 15% disagreed.

Choice of activities (Q11): 78% reported they learn better when allowed to choose activities (e.qg.,

games, reading), 15% were unsure, and 7% said they did not benefit from choice.

Group work (Q12): 62% felt that group work with friends helped them practice English, 25% were
neutral, and 13% disagreed. Among the responses were comments such as: “I am relaxed when |

work with friends" [Koharu], and "It’s fun to be with friend" [Kojiro].

Positive feedback (Q13): 84% indicated that positive feedback from teachers increased their
motivation, 10% were neutral, and 6% reported no effect. Haruku said: “When my teacher say

Great, I feel good”.

Overall, the survey results indicated that repeaters benefit most from activities that build
confidence, provide structured yet flexible learning opportunities, and foster a supportive
environment with constructive feedback. These findings suggest that students' motivation is
shaped by both instructional content and the methods and environment in which learning occurs.
To directly apply these findings in the classroom, educators might consider incorporating sample
activities such as ‘Role-play Scenarios for Real-life Conversations,” where students practice
dialogues in everyday situations, helping them build confidence and fluency. Another effective
activity could be the ‘Choose Your Adventure Reading Session,” where learners read different
endings of a story based on their preferences, promoting engagement through choice and

encouraging flexible thinking.
Strategies for Motivating Repeaters Course

Teaching English to Japanese university students presents significant challenges. Many students
exhibit low motivation, may hold negative attitudes toward English learning, and often fail to
recognize the benefits of English proficiency. Effective strategies for motivating EFL learners

typically involve a combination of multiple approaches.

Culturally Responsive Teaching
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Teachers should understand students’ cultural backgrounds and foster an inclusive environment
by incorporating materials that reflect students’ cultures to enhance motivation (Jackson-Barrett,
2021). Adapting teaching styles to align with both school culture and students’ cultural learning
preferences can maximize learning outcomes (Hammond, 2017). In language-learning contexts,
this involves increasing engagement through storytelling and by including content related to
students' diverse histories and popular cultures. Instructors should gradually build upon Japanese

communication styles to ensure students feel comfortable in the EFL classroom.
Differentiated Instruction

This is a teaching approach in which teachers identify individual student differences and tailor
their methods and materials to meet each student’s learning abilities, styles, paces, and needs. This
may include texts of varying difficulty, alternative forms of assessment, and multimedia to cater
to learners who respond more positively to visual or auditory stimulation. It can also include using
role-play to motivate kinesthetic learners. These activities can motivate at-risk students to actively

participate in EFL classes.
Technology

Emerging technologies offer a range of tools and resources that can be integrated into lessons to
enhance student learning. Such integration creates opportunities for at-risk students to catch up
with their peers (Magableh & Abdullah, 2020). Teachers can optimize individual learning
experiences through language-learning applications and online games. Additionally, many
teachers and students utilize social media to support the e-learning process (Haleem, Javaid, Qadri,
& Suman, 2022).

Supportive Learning Environment

Students in Japan are often hesitant to discuss learning challenges openly because cultural norms
emphasize modesty and conformity. Therefore, educators must establish a supportive learning
environment where students feel comfortable sharing their difficulties. Fostering a sense of
community, encouraging positive peer interactions, and providing constructive feedback are

essential components of a supportive learning environment (Magableh & Abdullah, 2020).

Setting Goals and Personal Interests
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Setting realistic and achievable goals provides students with direction, helps them recognize their
progress, and fosters a motivating sense of accomplishment (Sapan & Mede, 2022). The goals

should reflect each student’s learning ability and be attainable.

Teachers should adapt the learning materials they use to connect with students’ hobbies or career
goals, thereby fostering motivation and engagement. For example, teachers might encourage
discussion of global issues, initiate projects aligned with students’ future career goals, or explore

media aligned with students’ age-group interests.

Educators should design interactive lessons incorporating group work, peer collaboration, real-
world tasks, and clearly defined objectives. Timely feedback and a positive classroom environment

further sustain attention and effort, thereby improving overall learning outcomes.
Limitations & Future Directions

The sample size (n=55) was limited. Although the research insights are valuable, a larger
participant pool could enhance the study’s generalizability. Additionally, a study with regular
surveys may have produced more comprehensive results. All survey questions were written in
English, requiring students to respond in the same language. Providing a bilingual questionnaire
could have improved comprehension and yielded more detailed responses.

Recommendations for Future Studies

Future research should increase participant numbers and utilize bilingual survey instruments.
Additionally, future studies could incorporate student performance data to examine how teachers’
motivational techniques, classroom management strategies, feedback, and teacher-student

interactions influence the motivation and engagement of at-risk EFL students.

Discussion

This research offers insights into motivating at-risk students in Japan, particularly those reluctant
to share challenges due to cultural norms of modesty. Balancing academic responsibilities with
extracurricular activities, especially for student-athletes, can result in significant stress and
diminished motivation. The findings addressing RQ1 indicated that effective motivation for at-risk
students requires instructional approaches that reduce anxiety, provide structure, and acknowledge

the unique pressures present in Japanese classrooms.
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Culturally responsive teaching, which integrates students’ cultural backgrounds into language
learning, can enhance engagement by reducing anxiety and fostering inclusivity. When combined
with a supportive classroom environment where students feel comfortable expressing challenges,
motivation, and participation can improve (Jackson-Barrett, 2021). In contexts where students are

hesitant to seek help, establishing a safe environment is essential.

The study also underscores the importance of differentiated instruction and technology integration.
Customizing lessons to accommodate individual learning preferences and leveraging technology
can empower at-risk students to become more confident and engaged (Magableh & Abdullah,
2020; Haleem et al., 2022).

Goal-setting is identified as a significant motivator, particularly when objectives are connected to
students’ personal interests or career aspirations. Students who perceive English learning as
relevant to their future are more motivated. Humor in the classroom proved to be a powerful
engagement tool, students reported that light- hearted interactions and humorous examples
increased enjoyment and willingness to participate, even among the students who previously were
reluctant to engage. As Yuto said: “I love to laugh with my teacher.” These findings related to
RQ2 suggest that aligning academic objectives with personal interests enhances the perceived

value of language acquisition and fosters intrinsic motivation.

These findings suggest that combining learner-centered activities, technology integration, goal-
setting, and humor can significantly boost motivation and participation. Together, they provide
new insights into effective strategies for supporting at-risk EFL learners in Japanese university

contexts, emphasizing the value of personalized, engaging, and culturally sensitive instruction.
Conclusion

The findings of this study underscore the important role of motivation in academic performance.
Supporting at-risk EFL university students necessitates approaches that address individual needs,
cultural backgrounds, and specific challenges. Effective strategies include culturally responsive
teaching, differentiated instruction, technology integration, creating a supportive learning
environment, setting attainable academic goals, and aligning learning tasks with students’
interests. Teachers and educational institutions should ensure that all students have opportunities

to succeed.
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Appendix-A
Questionnaire

Part A: Background Information
1. Sex
a. Female

b. Male

c. Other

2. School Year

a. First-Year

b. Second-Year

3. At what age did you start learning English?

6-10

11-12

13-15

16+

4. What is the second foreign language you are learning?

a. Chinese

c. French

d. German

e. Italian

f. Korean

g. Russian

h. Spanish

i.0ther

5. How confident do you feel expressing yourself verbally in English?
a) extremely confident

b) confident

c) a little confident

d) Not at all

6. How confident do you feel expressing yourself in Japanese?
a) extremely confident

b) confident

Page: 84
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¢) a little confident

d) Not at all

7. How motivated are you to learn English?

a) Extremely motivated

b) Somewhat motivated

c) Neutral

d) Not very motivated

e) Not motivated at all

8. Is English important for your future job/career?
a) Yes

b) No

c) Other

9. Do you like when teachers use Japanese examples/culture in lessons?
a) Disagree

b) Agree

c) Not sure

10. Does studying English feel more interesting when it connects to your hobbies (anime, J-pop,
etc.)?

a) Disagree

b) Agree

c) Not sure

11. Do you think you learn better when you can choose your activities (games vs. reading)?
a) Yes

b) No

c) Not sure

12. Group work with friends helps me practice English.

a) Yes

b) No

c) Not sure

13. Does positive feedback from the teacher increase your motivation to study English?
a) Yes

b) No
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c) Not sure
14. What is the BIGGEST CHALLENGE in learning English?

15. What is one thing teachers could do to help you feel more motivated to study?

16. What topics in your classes or assignments did you find particularly interesting?
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