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Introduction: The ideal second/foreign language (L2) self, a concept in second-
language acquisition theory, is a learner’s future vision about their language 
ability. Research on the ideal L2 self is important for finding ways to improve 
motivation for learning a new language, foreign language teaching strategies, 
and personalization of instruction for individuals with different backgrounds and 
aspirations. The present study aimed to better understand the factors that might 
influence the ideal L2 self among Japanese elementary school students. While 
there have been numerous studies about the ideal L2 self in English language 
learning, few have focused on elementary school students’ motivation to learn 
English.

Methods: Data were collected from 225 4th- and 6th-grade elementary 
school students in Japan. The data were analyzed by performing t-tests and 
a hierarchical linear regression to understand the relationships between the 
pertinent variables and the ideal L2 self.

Results: The analysis results revealed three characteristics of the relationship 
between elementary school students’ English language skills and their ideal 
L2 selves. First, the results of the t-test suggested that international travel and 
English cram school experiences were differentiating factors for the ideal L2 
self, suggesting that the groups of participants with and without those factors 
(experiences) had significantly different ideal L2 selves. Second, the experience 
of living abroad was not a significant differentiating factor for the ideal L2 self. 
Third, the results of the regression analysis suggested that school, home, and 
foreign media influences are significant contributors to the formation of the 
ideal L2 self. These factors may therefore subsume international travel and 
English cram school experiences.

Discussion: By understanding the factors that contribute to the ideal L2 self, 
educators and policymakers can strive to establish a more effective environment 
to improve students’ motivation to learn English.
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1 Introduction

With the advent of globalization, English has become the global 
lingua franca, and many people from non-English-speaking countries 
choose to learn English as their second language (L2). This trend has 
also been observed in Japan. Japanese schools and policymakers now 
place great value on English-language education. The Ministry of 
Education, Culture, Sports, Science and Technology (MEXT) in Japan 
has claimed that English language ability is essential for Japan’s future 
in a globalizing society, as English is a global language. High school 
and university entrance exams often require certain levels of 
achievement in English language assessments, which can influence 
students’ future career opportunities. Consequently, many parents in 
Japan make considerable investments in their children’s English 
education, preparing them from a young age through cram schools 
(juku): 54.9% of children learn English outside of school by the third 
grade in Japan (Meiko gijuku research, 2017).

Numerous studies have been conducted in the broad area of L2 
learning. L2 learning motivation has been shown to have a strong 
relationship with motivational behaviors (Harter, 1981; Dornyei and 
Ottó, 1998; Dörnyei and Ushioda, 2009; Hashemian and Heidari, 
2013), which influence L2 acquisition. Thus, research on L2 motivation 
can be instrumental in promoting more successful L2 acquisition. 
Some previous studies (e.g., Ryan, 2009; Ocampo, 2017; Kikuchi, 
2019) have already examined some aspects of Japanese students’ 
motivation to learn English.

While there are plenty of studies that have been undertaken on 
English language learning motivation, a relatively small proportion of 
those have focused on elementary school students’ motivation to learn 
English; the bulk of studies have focused on high school and university 
students’ motivation. As children and adults differ in their cognitive 
skills and maturity in outlook, undertaking studies on children is 
essential. There are also differences in learning expectations. For 
example, with the new curriculum introduced in Japan in 2020, 3rd- 
and 4th-graders in public elementary schools are now focusing more 
on listening and speaking to become more familiar with English. 
Meanwhile, 5th- and 6th-graders are focusing on all of listening, 
reading, writing, and speaking (including skills necessary for English 
conversation and presentations). In middle schools, with the shift in 
the elementary school English curriculum, the curriculum now 
includes the development of the ability to think and speak for oneself. 
Middle schools are also shifting to providing all-English classes, in 
which English classes are taught in English instead of Japanese, which 
was the traditional practice. Clearly, with different goals for learning 
English, students’ motivation to learn English would likely differ 
depending on the stage of their lives. For students preparing for school 
entrance exams, their motivation to learn English may be  more 
instrumental (external goals or benefits such as future career prospects 
and improving academic performance, etc.) than intrinsic (internal 
desire to learn the language such as to satisfy curiosity, pursue an 
interest, or just for pure enjoyment). However, for younger children, 
the motivation to learn English may be more intrinsic. Even within 
these broad age groups, differences in motivation may occur, making 
it important to not only identify such variations but also understand 
their sources and possible reasons.

The present study, therefore, aimed to better understand the 
factors that might influence elementary school students’ motivation 
to learn English. Gaining a deeper understanding of these factors and 

their interconnections with language learning motivation can aid in 
understanding the complexity of student motivation to learn English, 
which in turn can help in developing effective curricula and 
environments for English learning. Existing frameworks such as 
Gardner’s Socio-Educational Model and Dörnyei’s L2 Motivation 
System provide conceptual tools to understand the intricacies involved 
in acquiring a second language and the motivation to learn a 
new language.

2 Literature review

2.1 The socio-educational model

The Socio-Educational Model (Gardner and Lambert, 1959, 1972; 
Gardner, 1979, 1985, 1988) of language learning has set a strong 
foundation for language learning motivation research. It focuses on 
the role of educational and environmental factors in language 
learning, such as integrative orientation (the learner’s aspiration to 
integrate into the target language community and culture), 
instrumental orientation (the learner’s desire to achieve realistic 
goals), and institutional support (resources and opportunities offered 
by educational institutions to assist in language learning). However, 
some researchers have suggested that Gardner’s conception of 
language learning lacks adequate links to new cognitive motivation 
concepts such as goal and self-determination theories. Additionally, 
most of Gardner’s research was based in Canada, a country with 
English and French as its official languages. Therefore, researchers 
have claimed that the term integrativeness may not apply to other 
countries where the English-speaking community is limited (Taguchi 
et al., 2009; Kim, 2011; Lamb, 2012).

2.2 The motivational system

Researchers, such as Kim (2012), have proposed that Dörnyei’s 
L2 Motivational System is a better predictor of students’ English 
proficiency than Gardner’s socio-educational model for predicting 
students’ motivation. With a reformulation of Gardner’s approach, 
Dörnyei (2005) proposed the L2 motivational system framework, 
which focuses on the role of motivation and psychological factors. 
This framework is built on three main dimensions: the ideal L2 self, 
the current L2 self, and the L2 learning experience. The ideal L2 
self, the focus of the present research, is a major component of the 
framework’s dimensions and a vision of what the language learner 
wants to become. When there is a discrepancy between the current 
and ideal selves, an individual becomes motivated to learn the 
language to try to narrow or eliminate that gap. In terms of the 
applicability of the L2 motivational system framework to different 
age groups, Zentner and Renaud (2007) suggested that the 
adolescent ideal self is still under development and that it is 
difficult for adolescents to establish a stable image of their ideal 
self. Dörnyei and Ushioda (2009) claimed that the L2 motivation 
system might not apply to secondary school students. While some 
posit challenges in defining this ideal for adolescents, recent studies 
question such views. Although there might be  challenges in 
establishing a stable image of their ideal self at this age, some of the 
recent studies (Kim, 2009; Wong, 2018; Zhu et  al., 2023) have 
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suggested that the concept of the ideal L2 self can be particularly 
influential during adolescence. Kim’s (2009) study had shown a 
relationship between ideal L2 self and motivated behavior at 
younger ages (grades 3 to 6) for students learning English in Korea. 
Furthermore, Zhu et  al.’s (2023) research discovered a positive 
association between the ideal L2 self and motivation among 
non-Chinese speaking primary school students in Hong Kong. 
Similarly, Wong’s, 2018 study demonstrated that the ideal L2 self of 
5th-grade Chinese as a second language learners in Hong Kong 
correlated with their reading achievement and motivated learning 
behaviors. These findings strongly suggest that the concept of an 
ideal L2 self is closely linked to the motivation even of younger 
learners such as elementary school students. However, research on 
the ideal L2 self among Japanese elementary school students is 
limited. Thus, the present study focused on the ideal L2 self of 
Japanese elementary school students to better understand whether 
this factor is likewise important in their language 
learning motivation.

Previous studies have reported that individual differences such as 
age, gender, and past experiences significantly affect L2 learning 
attitudes. For instance, Carreira (2006) found that 3rd graders in 
Japanese schools had a higher intrinsic motivation to learn English 
than 6th graders. A similar pattern was also observed in other 
academic subjects, suggesting an age-related influence on this 
decrease in motivation. Furthermore, 3rd graders had a higher 
interest in foreign countries and higher levels of instrumental 
motivation than 6th graders. Hayashibara (2014) investigated the 
factors that influence the English learning motivation of 5th- and 
6th-grade students in Japan and found that gender and grade are 
differentiating factors in intrinsic motivation. In terms of past 
experiences, although living and traveling abroad experiences were 
not a differentiating factor for intrinsic motivation, they were a 
differentiating factor for “avoiding uneasiness,” which is when 
students try to avoid negative feelings, like feeling foolish or 
embarrassed, because of their low English ability. However, studies on 
how individual differences affect young adolescents’ ideal L2 self are 
limited. Hence, this study also attempted to clarify how individual 
differences and past experiences might influence younger students’ 
ideal L2 selves.

Previous research has also revealed that external influences (e.g., 
parents, teachers, peer groups) and instructional materials are 
related to students’ motivation to learn an L2 (Dörnyei, 1994; 
Kikuchi, 2009). These studies have indicated that motivation to learn 
and develop possible L2 selves can be influenced by external factors 
such as encouragement and the presence of important role models 
in students’ lives. Ideal L2 selves vary between individuals, but they 
also appear to be  influenced by social constructs. According to 
Oyserman and Fryberg (2006), possible selves are socially 
constructed, meaning that they are shaped by influential figures such 
as parents, role models, and media portrayals that serve as models 
for the realization of these potential L2 identities. In fact, Oyserman 
and Fryberg (2006) found differences in possible selves between 
rural and urban areas due to different exposures to role models for 
youth in America. While studies have explored the connections 
between external influences and the motivation to learn an L2, 
research examining the relationship between these influences and 
the formation of a possible L2 self, particularly the ideal L2 self, is 
limited. It is important to understand the relationship between these 

influences and the ideal L2 self because it can help education 
stakeholders (e.g., researchers, policymakers, teachers, parents) to 
determine and establish an effective learning environment for 
language learners.

2.3 The current study

The present study had three main aims. The first was to better 
understand the relationship between Japanese elementary students’ 
English language/foreign exposure and their ideal L2 selves. The 
authors wanted to determine, for example, whether elementary 
school students’ English language/foreign exposure was a 
differentiating factor in their ideal L2 selves. According to Neff and 
Apple’s (2023) study, both short-term (one month) and long-term 
(one year) study abroad experiences were effective in enhancing 
Japanese university students’ sense of their L2 selves. In 
Hayashibara’s (2014) study, students with living and traveling 
abroad experiences had higher levels of avoidance of uneasiness, 
which was one factor that influenced the English learning 
motivation of Japanese elementary school students. Thus, the 
authors’ hypothesized that Japanese elementary school students’ 
experiences of living and traveling abroad, as well as attending 
cram school, would be differentiating factors of the ideal L2 self, 
similar to previous studies.

The second aim of this study was to investigate the possible 
contributing external influences (i.e., home influence, school 
influence, media influence, and peer influence) on the ideal L2 self. 
Studies have shown that the ideal L2 self is associated with 
motivated behavior, which in turn is associated with English 
proficiency (Dörnyei, 2005). Thus, investing in the optimal 
development of an ideal L2 self could help establish an effective 
second language learning environment. Kim and Kim’s (2014) 
study revealed that an ideal L2 self directly influences the 
achievement of English proficiency for elementary third graders in 
South Korea, and for high school students, motivated behavior is 
the most critical factor affecting English proficiency. This suggests 
that more research on understanding the ideal L2 self is important 
to understand younger students’ English learning. Determining 
what contributes to the ideal L2 self of young adolescents, such as 
elementary school students, can help toward establishing an 
effective learning environment. However, the predictors of the 
ideal L2 self for young adolescents remain unclear. The present 
study investigated the possible relationships between external 
influences (home, school, peers, foreign media, etc.) and the ideal 
L2 self, and hypothesized that some external influences significantly 
predict the ideal L2 self, as they provide models for possible future 
selves (Dörnyei, 1994; Oyserman and Fryberg, 2006; 
Kikuchi, 2009).

The authors are also aware that most if not all factors that can 
influence the ideal L2 self are related in various ways to each other. 
For example, home influence and students’ attendance at cram 
schools or experiences of traveling overseas are likely to 
be  connected. Similarly, teachers’ influence may be  related to 
students’ motivation, which may vary with age and gender. If there 
were multiple contributing factors to the ideal L2 self, the third aim 
of this study was to explore the relative contributions of those 
different factors to students’ ideal L2 selves (i.e., to determine if 
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some may be comparatively more influential). Therefore, in this 
study, the authors evaluated the factors that might be  better at 
predicting the ideal L2 self by performing a hierarchical 
linear regression.

The main research questions and associated sub-questions 
we addressed in this study were as follows:

 1. What is the relationship between Japanese elementary students’ 
English language/foreign exposure and their ideal L2 selves?

 •   Is English language exposure a differentiating factor in their 
ideal L2 selves?

 2. What are the external influences (home influence, school 
influence, media influence, and peer influence) on the ideal L2 
self of Japanese elementary students?

 3. Among the various factors that could influence the ideal L2 
self, which factors contribute the most to students’ ideal 
L2 selves?

3 Materials and methods

3.1 Participants

This study was approved by a faculty-based human participants’ 
research ethics committee of Kyoto University.

The participants for our study were selected using a combination 
of stratified and purposive sampling methods. The participants were 
4th (9–10 years old) and 6th (11–12 years old) graders from two 
public elementary schools in Japan. One school is located in Kyoto, 
and the other is in Chiba. Within each stratum, we  utilized a 
purposive sampling technique to select students who were going to a 
school which has active foreign language classes. We  chose these 
specific grades as they were at pivotal educational stages where 
variations in foreign language class durations have been observed. By 
stratifying based on grade levels and purposively selecting schools 
involved in these specific language programs, we aimed to analyze the 
effects of grade level within a well-defined and relevant sample, 
enhancing the study’s specificity and relevance to similar educational 
contexts as these schools. Participants included 225 students (102 
boys and 123 girls); 227 sets of data were originally collected; however, 
data from two students were excluded due to crucial 
missing information.

3.1.1 S elementary school (Kyoto)
In this school, 3rd and 4th grade students receive about 25 h, while 

5th and 6th grade students receive about 50 h, of foreign language class 
activity annually. Students start foreign language activity classes in the 
1st grade. They occasionally have an assistant language teacher (a 
non-Japanese, foreign teacher) to help with foreign language activity 
class sessions.

3.1.2 T elementary school (Chiba)
In this school, 3rd and 4th grade students receive approximately 

35 h, while 5th and 6th grade students receive approximately 70 h, of 
foreign language class activity annually. As in Elementary School S, 
they occasionally have assistant language teachers to help with 
class sessions.

3.2 Measurements

Quantitative data were collected from the students’ using 
questionnaires. This approach was deemed appropriate for examining 
the relationships between and the relative influences of different factors.

3.2.1 Student questionnaire
The questionnaire comprised two demographic factor items, four 

English language/foreign exposure items, and 33 items relating to 
language learning motivation and external influences, including items 
on motivation to learn English, school influence, home influence, and 
foreign media influence. Items related to motivation to learn English 
and external influences required responses on 5-point Likert-type 
scales. Exploratory factor analysis identified four underlying external 
influencing factors: school, home, foreign media, and peers; and three 
motivational factors: instrumental motivation, intrinsic motivation, 
and the ideal L2 self (Table 1). The peer influence factor was excluded 
from subsequent analysis owing to the low reliability of its items.

The demographic factor section of the questionnaire required 
students to provide information on their age and gender. In the 
English language/foreign exposure section, the participants answered 
questions about whether they had traveled abroad, lived abroad, and 
attended or were currently attending an English cram school outside 
of their regular school. These questions were added to examine how 
the students’ past language exposure-related experiences might have 
related to their ideal L2 self.

In Hayashibara’s (2014) study, student overseas experience, 
(experience or lack of experience in living and traveling abroad) was 
measured. In the present study, traveling and living abroad were placed 
in separate questions to investigate possible differences in their 
relationship to motivation. English cram school experience was also 
added as it is another foreign language exposure that students could have.

To measure ideal L2 self, questions relevant to Japanese children 
were selected from Taguchi et al.’s (2009) ideal L2 self questionnaire. 
Dörnyei (1990) developed the original ideal L2 self questions, which 
Taguchi et al. (2009) adapted to the Japanese context. Questions that 
were irrelevant to Japanese elementary school students (e.g., I can 
imagine myself writing English e-mails fluently) were excluded in the 
current study questionnaire. External influence questions were 
developed based on those used in Hayashibara’s (2014) study and 
Carreira’s (2006) study. Additional items (e.g., I play English games on 
my iPad/smartphone) were added to Hayashibara’s (2014) study’s 
existing questionnaire items to adapt to known English-related 
activities of the current new generation of children.

Prior to its use, four elementary school teachers reviewed an 
earlier version of the questionnaire to ensure that it was relevant and 
understandable to elementary school children and teachers.

3.3 Procedure

In elementary schools S and T, after securing the necessary 
permissions, homeroom teachers passed the questionnaires to their 
classroom children. The questionnaire included easy instructions for 
the children to follow, and included an explanation of their right not 
to complete the questionnaire and to withdraw at any time from the 
study if they wished. The teachers also verbally explained this to the 
students. The questionnaire took approximately 10–15 min to complete.
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3.4 Data analysis

The collected data were analyzed using IBM SPSS Statistics 
Version 29.0. First, factor analysis was performed to confirm the 
structure of each measured factor. Table 1 lists the items for each 
factor. Cronbach alpha values were computed to evaluate the reliability 
of the items that comprised those factors.

A t-test was then performed to investigate differences in the ideal 
L2 self as a function of demographic variables and previous learning 
experiences. An independent samples two-tailed t-test was performed 
to determine whether the English language and foreign exposure were 
differentiating factors for ideal L2 selves. The analysis tested whether 
there was a significant difference in the ideal L2 self scores of children 
with and without current English cram school experience, past 

TABLE 1 Results of an exploratory factor analysis.

Items Factor loading

Factor 1: Ideal L2 self (α = 0.892)

Q32 If my dreams come true, I will use English effectively in the future. 0.85

Q30 Whenever I think of my future career, I imagine myself being able to use English. 0.75

Q29 The things I want to do in the future require me to speak English. 0.70

Q7 I am studying English for a future job. 0.69

Q31 I often imagine myself as someone who is able to speak English. 0.68

Factor 2: School influence (α = 0.827)

Q13 My teacher is passionate about teaching English. 0.77

Q14 My teacher speaks mostly English in the English class. 0.72

Q15 My teacher uses English with confidence. 0.71

Q16 My teacher hopes that my English will be proficient. 0.64

Q21 Classmates are excited during English lessons. 0.61

Q12 Everyone is excited to learn English during English class. 0.60

Factor 3: Intrinsic motivation (α = 0.860)

Q2 I always look forward to the days we have English class. 0.86

Q1 English lessons are great fun. 0.82

Q4 I hope that we have more English lessons. 0.73

Q3 I would like to try to use the English that I have learned. 0.56

Q10 There are a lot of activities using English during English lessons. 0.55

Q9 In my school, learning English is important. 0.42

Factor 4: Instrumental motivation (α = 0.830)

Q6 I study English because I think it will be necessary for me when I am an adult. 0.68

Q8 I am studying English to enter a high school or university. 0.68

Q5 I study English to make it easier for me in junior high school. 0.66

Q33 When I think about my future, it is important that I use English. 0.56

Factor 5: Home influence (α = 0.813)

Q19 My parents tell me to study English hard. 0.81

Q18 My parents hope that my English will be fluent. 0.79

Q17 In my family, we all feel that it is very important to learn English. 0.67

Factor 6: Foreign media influence (α = 0.741)

Q27 I like foreign games. 0.78

Q28 I play English games on my iPad/smartphone. 0.70

Q26 I like foreign movies. 0.68

Q25 I like foreign TV programs. 0.62

Factor 7: Peer Influence (α = 0.558)

Q22 My friend goes abroad often. 0.76

Q23 I have a close friend who is a foreigner. 0.59

Q24 I think my friends who can speak English are cool. 0.50

The items shown above are those with 0.5 or higher factor loading.
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English cram school experience, living abroad experience, or traveling 
abroad experience. An alpha level of 0.05 was used to determine 
significance in all statistical analyses.

Then, correlation analysis was conducted to explore the 
associations among the variables, as shown in Table 2. It aimed to 
determine whether linear relationships, either positive or negative, 
existed between the ideal L2 self and the various factors considered in 
the study. The findings from the correlation analysis informed 
subsequent steps in the study, offering valuable guidance for the 
hierarchical linear regression analysis that followed.

Finally, a hierarchical linear regression analysis was performed to 
determine which of the significant external influences inside and 
outside the classroom contributed the most to an ideal L2 self. To 
assess multicollinearity, variance inflation factors of variables were 
analyzed. Variance inflation factor values below 5 indicate low levels 
of multicollinearity. All variables were between 1 and 5, indicating a 

moderate correlation. Table 3 presents the results of the hierarchical 
linear regression.

4 Results

4.1 Descriptive statistics

The gender and grade distributions of the sample were fairly even. 
This means that the proportion of girls (54.67%) and boys (45.33%) 
were approximately equivalent. Likewise, the proportion of students in 
grade 4 (49.33%) and in grade 6 (50.67%) can be considered equivalent. 
Regarding English cram school experiences, a lower percentage of 
students had current enrollment (40%) compared to those without 
(60%). In the case of past English cram school attendance, 52.44% of 
students had prior experience, while 47.56% did not. A significantly 

TABLE 2 Pearson’s correlation between the variables (N  =  225).

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12

 1 Gender -

 2 Grade 0.01 -

 3 CECSE 0.05 0.04 -

 4 PECSE 0.12 0.06 0.67** -

 5 LAB 0.04 0.01 −0.15* 0.00 -

 6 TAB 0.01 0.03 −0.04 0.17* 0.35** -

 7 SI 0.001 −0.15* 0.04 0.07 0.04 −0.03 -

 8 HI 0.05 0.09 0.20** 0.25** 0.12 0.19** 0.27** -

 9 FMI −0.12 0.22** 0.12 0.22** 0.16 −0.14* 0.13* 0.29** -

 10 IM 0.61 0.10 0.06 0.09 0.10 0.17* 0.58** 0.38** 0.27* -

 11 InsM 0.09 0.11 0.23** 0.28** 0.16* 0.19** 0.36** 0.52** 0.34** 0.50** -

 12 IL2S 0.04 0.03 0.21** 0.27** 0.12 0.20** 0.31** 0.48** 0.38** 0.46** 0.67** -

*p < 0.05, **p < 0.01; Current English Cram School Experience (CECSE), Past English Cram School Experience (PECSE), Living Abroad Experience (LAE), Traveling Abroad Experience 
(TAE), School Influence (SI) Home Influence (HI), Foreign Media Influence (FMI), Intrinsic Motivation (IM), Instrumental Motivation (InsM), Ideal L2 Self (IL2S). The followings were 
coded. 0 = Yes, 1 = No.

TABLE 3 Results of hierarchical multiple regression analyses for ideal L2 self.

Coefficients

Model Unstandardized Coefficients Standardized Coefficients T Sig.

B Std. Error Beta

1 (Constant) 2.82 0.11 24.8 <0.001

CECSE 0.22 0.20 0.10 1.11 0.27

PECSE 0.40 0.20 0.18 2.03 0.04

TAE 0.39 0.15 0.17 2.6 0.01

2 (Constant) 0.40 0.32 1.27 0.21

CECSE 0.15 0.17 0.07 0.87 0.39

PECSE 0.17 0.17 0.08 0.96 0.34

TAE 0.21 0.13 0.09 1.61 0.11

SI 0.25 0.08 0.19 3.28 0.001

HI 0.32 0.06 0.31 5.06 <0.001

FMI 0.22 0.06 0.23 3.90 <0.001

Current English Cram School Experience (CECSE), Past English Cram School Experience (PECSE), Traveling Abroad Experience (TAE), School Influence (SI) Home Influence (HI), Foreign 
Media Influence (FMI).
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lower proportion of students had experiences of living abroad (10.22%) 
compared to those without such experiences (89.33%). As for traveling 
abroad, approximately 40.44% of students had this experience, while 
59.56% did not. Descriptive statistics on continuous variables are 
shown in Table 4. Means, standard deviations, medians, and ranges 
provide the numerical characteristics of the dataset.

4.2 T-test results of English language/
foreign exposure on ideal L2 self

The t-test indicated that there was a significant difference in the 
ideal L2 self between children with (M = 3.56, SD = 1.08) and without 
(M = 3.09, SD = 1.09) current (at the time of the survey) cram school 
experience: t(223) = 3.200, p = 0.002 < 0.008. The effect size, as 
measured by Cohen’s d (Cohen, 1988), was 0.435, indicating a 
medium-size effect.

Similarly, there was a significant difference in ideal L2 motivation 
for children with (M = 2.96, SD = 1.07) and without (M = 3.56, 
SD = 1.07) past cram school experience: t(223) = 3.200, 
p = 0.001 < 0.008. The effect size (Cohen’s d) was 0.568, again indicating 
a medium-size effect.

There was a significant difference in ideal L2 self between children 
with (M = 3.54, SD = 1.01) and without (M = 3.09, SD = 1.13) travel 
abroad experience: t(223) = 3.034, p = 0.003 < 0.008. The effect size was 
d = 0.412, indicating a medium-size effect.

The independent samples two-tailed t-test results suggested that 
although current and past English cram school attendance status and 
traveling abroad experience were significant differentiating factors for 
students’ ideal L2 selves, gender, grade, and experience living abroad 
were not.

To reduce the risk of Type I  error in the multiple t-tests, 
Bonferroni correction was applied. In this case, desired overall 
significance level (p = 0.05) was divided by the number of comparisons 
(6) which gave the p value of 0.008. This stricter p value was used in 
determining significant effects, as indicated results reported above.

4.3 Correlations

Table  2 shows Pearson’s correlations between demographic 
factors, English language/foreign exposure, external influencing 
factors, L2 learning motivations, and the ideal L2 self scores of the 
students. All predictor variables were found to statistically correlate 
with the ideal L2 self, indicating that the data were suitably correlated 
with the dependent variable for reliable examination through multiple 
linear regression.

4.4 Hierarchical linear regression

In the first step of the hierarchical linear regression model, the 
English language and foreign exposure factors were entered to predict 
the ideal L2 self. In the second step, external influencing factors 
(school, home, and foreign media influence) were added to the first 
step as independent variables, and the ideal L2 self was kept as the 
dependent variable. Preliminary analyses were performed to ensure 
that assumptions related to normality, linearity, and homogeneity of 
variances were not violated. Additionally, it was confirmed that no 
outliers required removal.

Results of the first step (F(3,221) = 8.56, p = 0.001) revealed that 
although past English cram school experience (β = 0.180, p = 0.044) 
and travel abroad experience (β = 0.173, p = 0.009) significantly 
predicted the ideal L2 self, current English school experience 
(β = 0.097, p = 0.270) did not. In the first step, the three independent 
variables together explained 10% (adjusted R2 = 9%) of the variance 
in the ideal L2 self.

The second step (F(6,218) = 19.05, p < 0.001), which additionally 
included external influencing factors, was also significant, showing an 
explanation of 34% (adjusted R2 = 33%) of the variance in the ideal L2 
self. School (β = 0.187, p = 0.001), home (β = 0.309, p < 0.001), and 
foreign media (β = 0.227, p < 0.001) influence emerged as significant 
predictors of the ideal L2 self. After including these external 
influencing factors, the previously significant predictors from the first 
step (past English cram school experience, and traveling abroad) were 
no longer statistically significant in the second step.

5 Discussion

In the current study, the relationships between Japanese 
elementary students’ English language/foreign exposure and their 
ideal L2 selves were investigated. In addition, the significance of 
external influences (home, school, media, and peers) on the ideal 
L2 self of the students was examined. This study’s results suggest 
three characteristics of the relationship between elementary school 
students’ English/foreign language exposure and their ideal L2 
selves. First, the results indicate that both current and past English 
cram school attendance and travel abroad experience are significant 
differentiating factors for students’ ideal L2 selves. This aligns with 
findings from Neff and Apple’s (2023) study, which suggested that 
both short and long study abroad experiences enhance Japanese 
university students’ ideal L2 selves. The findings here indicate that, 
similarly, for elementary school students, going to English cram 
school or traveling internationally is a significant differentiating 
factor for the development of ideal L2 selves. This study 

TABLE 4 Descriptive Statistics.

Variable N Mean Standard Deviation Minimum Maximum

SI 225 3.69 0.83 1 5

HI 225 3.52 1.01 1 5

FMI 225 2.70 1.17 1 5

IM 225 3.74 0.91 1 5

InsM 225 3.95 0.90 1 5

IL2S 225 3.27 1.11 1 5

School Influence (SI) Home Influence (HI), Foreign Media Influence (FMI), Intrinsic Motivation (IM), Instrumental Motivation (InsM), Ideal L2 Self (IL2S).

https://doi.org/10.3389/feduc.2023.1264624
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/education
https://www.frontiersin.org


Ishida et al. 10.3389/feduc.2023.1264624

Frontiers in Education 08 frontiersin.org

complements Hayashibara’s (2014) findings, which indicated that 
elementary students with experience living and traveling abroad 
were significantly better at avoiding uneasiness to those without 
such experiences. It underscores the importance of English/foreign 
language exposure within the language learning curricula. 
Additionally, it brings to light the potential educational disparities 
that may arise from gaps in educational opportunities available 
to students.

Second, the experience of living abroad was not a significant 
differentiating factor for the ideal L2 self. This result is interesting 
because it differs from those of previous studies. It could be that 
despite living abroad, there was limited exposure to the English-
speaking community or that it had been a while ago, and so, it 
was not a significant factor in differentiating the students’ ideal 
L2 self. However, in this study, the duration, countries, or reasons 
for living abroad were not specified. Therefore, information on 
understanding the students’ experiences of living abroad is 
limited. Additionally, the proportion of students who had lived 
abroad (10.22%) might have been too small for the analysis to 
detect a significant difference in the comparison of their ideal L2 
selves. Furthermore, while these factors correlate with the ideal 
L2 self, they can also be  attributed to parental influence, as 
suggested by the subsequent regression results.

Third, the results of the multiple linear regression analyses 
indicated that home, school, and foreign media influence were all 
significant predictors of the ideal L2 self. Specifically, home 
influence appears to predict children’s ideal L2 selves. When both 
English language/foreign exposure variables and external 
influence variables were considered, the English language/foreign 
exposure variables (cram school experience and traveling abroad 
experience) were no longer significant. This aligns with the ideal 
L2 self-framework (Dörnyei and Ushioda, 2009), suggesting that 
parents and teachers can influence students’ ideal L2 selves 
through expectations, encouragement, and guidance, as well as 
the opportunities for language exposure experiences (e.g., 
attending cram school, traveling abroad) that they provide for 
their children/students. Foreign media can have a similar 
influence. While English cram school and traveling abroad 
experiences can provide exposure to authentic language use and 
cultural immersion, parental and teacher influence is more 
continuous, personalized, and supportive, which makes them 
powerful factors in shaping an individual’s ideal L2 self. It is also 
important to note that this external influence depends on the 
students’ circumstances and the quality of parental and teacher 
involvement. Building upon prior research (Kim, 2009; Kim and 
Kim, 2014; Wong, 2018; Zhu et al., 2023), it becomes evident that 
fostering an ideal L2 self-image is an effective approach to 
enhance motivation. Furthermore, from the current study, it is 
clear that the surrounding environment plays a crucial role in 
shaping this ideal L2 self-image. These results suggest that it is 
crucial to establish a daily living environment in which students 
can increase and maintain a positive ideal L2 self-image through 
their parents, teachers, and media. For example, parents speaking 
English at home might help students establish their ideal L2 
selves by providing an English-speaking role model. In other 
words, to develop an effective English language curriculum, 
policymakers and educators need to consider not only learning 
content and structure but also the crucial role of home and school.

6 Conclusion and directions for future 
research

The present study identified factors that contribute to the 
development of the ideal L2 self for elementary school students in 
Japan. By understanding the factors that contribute to the ideal L2 self, 
educators and policymakers can establish an effective environment to 
improve students’ motivation to learn English. Therefore, it can be said 
that the findings of the present study can benefit policymakers, 
researchers, and educators in effectively utilizing resources and effort 
at home and in schools.

The implication of the results of the present study is that 
researchers must consider the interplay among students’ 
demographics, English language/foreign exposure, home and school 
influences, and other influencing factors to understand their ideal L2 
selves and learning motivations. Educators must be  aware that 
students come to their classes at different motivational levels to learn 
English, depending on their demographic backgrounds, English 
language level, foreign exposure, and external influences. Parents and 
teachers should also be fully aware that their behaviors and decisions 
(including opportunities they present) significantly affect their 
children’s ideal L2 selves. Thus, what they say and do (including 
modeling) and what beliefs and attitudes they convey through their 
words and actions will ultimately affect children’s English language 
achievement (via learning motivation).

In future research, it will be essential to first investigate the 
specific external influences related to student motivation. For 
example, it would be useful to investigate the kinds of parental 
beliefs and behaviors that increase students’ motivation to 
enhance their ideal L2 selves. By identifying such beliefs and 
behaviors, educators can help build environments and curricula 
that consider these factors. It is also important to consider 
negative factors that can lead to decreased motivation so that the 
associated beliefs and behaviors can be avoided when dealing 
with children. Additionally, to better understand the 
consequences of an increased ideal L2 self toward learning the 
English language, it would be helpful to consider volition, which 
is motivated behavior such as effort and persistence 
(Yashima, 2012).

Second, it would be helpful to consider the external factors related 
to students’ ideal L2 selves and their motivation for L2 learning. For 
example, it would be useful to investigate the relationship between 
students’ social environments and L2 learning attitudes and beliefs. 
Furthermore, it is important to examine close social relationships with 
friends, classmates, peers, more senior students, and older and 
younger siblings.

Third, intervention studies focusing on English language learning 
materials and teaching strategies should be conducted. The results of 
the present study suggest that students’ schools, homes, and foreign 
media influence their ideal L2 selves. Therefore, the intervention 
should be focused on ways that parents and teachers might be able to 
more positively impact students’ ideal L2.

The present study only examined the factors affecting elementary 
school students’ ideal L2 selves. To gain a more complete picture, 
conducting similar research with older students (i.e., at junior high 
and high school levels) would be useful, as it would clarify whether 
predictors of learning motivation change with increasing age and 
grade levels.
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