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Abstract

This study explores the dynamic changes in second language (L2) motivation and their underlying causes among underachieving
English as a foreign language (EFL) learners in Chinese universities. Grounded in CDST, the research employs methodological
triangulation—combining retrospective motivational trajectory graphs, semi-structured interviews, and written narratives—to
investigate three non-English major underachievers from top-tier Chinese universities. The findings revealed that the
motivational trajectories of these learners exhibited four core characteristics: non-linearity, complexity, dynamics, and self-
organization. Furthermore, their motivation levels were significantly influenced by a continuous interplay of internal and external
factors, primarily categorized into the L2 learning environment, attribution, and social and parental influence. The study
highlights that underachievers often rely on external pressures (e.g., high-stakes exams) for temporary motivational boosts, but
suffer from a lack of sustained intrinsic drive due to low self-confidence, ineffective learning strategies, and a critical lack of
perceived value in English learning. Based on these insights, the study offers targeted pedagogical implications for students,
teachers, parents, and institutions to collaboratively foster sustainable L2 motivation and improve English proficiency. This
research broadens the understanding of L2 motivational dynamics among underrepresented learner groups and provides practical
guidance for educational interventions.
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1. Introduction

Within the context of globalisation and information tech-
nology, English is increasing in prominence as a lingua franca,
influencing academic research, international trade, and cross-
cultural communication. In China, according to the Guidelines
for College English Teaching [1], most non-English majors
should achieve basic competencies by the time they graduate
from undergraduate programmes, including proficiency in

basic English listening, speaking, reading, writing, and trans-
lation skills, as well as the ability to handle daily life and gen-
eral academic communication tasks. Nevertheless, some stu-
dents still face significant difficulties learning the language,
as evidenced by their failure to meet the university’s gradua-
tion requirements for English language proficiency (such as
passing compulsory English courses and the College English
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Test Band 4). This negatively affects students’ academic per-
formance and their prospects for graduation, while also hin-
dering their competitiveness in job markets.

Motivation, an important individual difference in second
language learning, has attracted considerable scholarly atten-
tion for decades. The concept of motivation has developed
from an early social psychological perspective into a multidi-
mensional and dynamic framework, in which CDST provides
anew theoretical foundation for studying second language (L2)
motivation. This theory suggests that L2 motivation is a com-
plex system shaped by multiple elements, such as the learner’s
individual traits, educational context, and social and cultural
background, all of which are interconnected and constantly
evolving. Therefore, to fully understand the development and
shifts in L2 motivation, it is crucial to adopt a dynamic and
systematic analytical approach.

Despite growing recognition of motivation as a crucial fac-
tor in L2 learning and the adoption of dynamic frameworks
such as CDST, significant gaps remain in understanding the
motivational dynamics of Chinese L2 learners. Existing re-
search mainly focuses on high-achieving learners; little atten-
tion has been paid to the L2 motivation of underachieving
learners (i.e., those who fail to meet the language requirements
for college graduation in this study) in Chinese universities.
Furthermore, some existing studies lack methodological trian-
gulation, such as incorporating narrative methods to comple-
ment interviews and gain deeper insights into motivational
changes. To fill these gaps, this study employs a retrospective
graphing approach, combining interviews and narrative anal-
ysis within the CDST framework, to systematically explore
the motivational trajectories and influencing factors among
underachieving EFL learners in Chinese universities, provid-
ing a more comprehensive understanding of their distinct chal-
lenges.

2. Literature Review

2.1. L2 Motivation

Motivation theory has evolved from a social perspective to
a cognitive and process-oriented research paradigm and has
been integrated with self-systems theory to produce a more
complex theoretical framework in SLA research. The early
stages of bilingual motivation research were largely influ-
enced by social psychology. The theory of L2 motivation was
first proposed by Canadian scholars Gardner and Lambert [2],
who regarded the motivation to learn the language of the other
community as a primary force that can enhance or hinder in-
tercultural communication. Later, Gardner [3] defined L2 mo-
tivation as ‘the combination of effort plus desire to achieve the
goal of learning the language plus favourable attitudes to-
wards learning the language.” Motivation was once thought to
be a static mental or emotional state or a drive to achieve a
goal.

By the end of the twentieth century, researchers argued that
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motivation was more than an external stimulus to behaviour
and involved a variety of psychological processes that initi-
ated and sustained action. Pintrich and Schunk [4] defined mo-
tivation as ‘the process whereby goal-directed activity is insti-
gated and sustained.’” Self-determination theory [5] divides
motivation into intrinsic and extrinsic forms and highlights
how autonomy, competence, and relatedness affect motivation
and action.

L2 motivation research has shifted to a process-oriented
paradigm in the 21st century, focusing on changes in motiva-
tion and the factors that shape them during learning. Motiva-
tion in a single class can shift in response to task difficulty,
teacher feedback, or peer interaction [6], as well as to external
pressures, learning challenges, or a lack of support [7]. Pro-
cess-oriented research has also examined how internal factors
such as goal setting [6] and self-regulation [8], and external
factors such as teacher behaviour [9] and the learning environ-
ment affect motivation. The L2 Motivational Self System by
Dornyei and Ushioda [10] emphasises that motivation is in-
fluenced by the “Ideal L2 Self” (the learner’s vision of their
future self as fluent in the second language).

Following the introduction of CDST into the field of ap-
plied linguistics, motivation research has paid greater atten-
tion to other characteristics of motivational systems, such as
dynamics and non-linearity. This new perspective represents
the latest direction in motivation research. This research fol-
lows Ellis and Larsen-Freeman [11] ’s description of motiva-
tion as a fluid experience that occurs when the learner is in a
complex world of dynamic change, where many internal and
external influences interact.

2.2. Complex Dynamic Systems Theory

Complex Dynamic Systems Theory (CDST) is an interdis-
ciplinary theoretical framework for studying the dynamics of
complex systems. The humanities and social sciences have
used CDST since the 20th century [12]. CDST was first intro-
duced to the field of applied linguistics by Larsen-Freeman
[13]. CDST studies systems with resources that contribute to
and deplete one another, driving system change and develop-
ment. In 2014, Dornyei, Maclntyre, and Henry [14] ’s land-
mark book Motivational Dynamics in Language Learning ex-
plicitly included CDST in the landscape of L2 motivation re-
search.

Characteristics of CDST include non-linearity, complexity
and dynamics, self-organisation, and adaptation [15].

The “non-linearity” property of CDST is that system varia-
bles vary in a non-linear and proportionate manner, i.e., the
sum of the changes of each section does not equal the overall
development [16]. In particular, system factors and their de-
grees of action are unpredictable, and L2 motivation changes
are non-linear. A minor occurrence, like a successful class-
room presentation or a negative assessment, can motivate a
student. Motivation might change suddenly. A student may
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abruptly get demotivated after a failure and then feel moti-
vated after passing an important exam.

Complex dynamic systems develop and change over time,
meaning their factors, relationships, and ratios evolve. SLA
development is complicated and ever-changing, with hetero-
geneous, external and internal components interacting. The in-
teraction of heterogeneous elements determines the complex
trajectory of SLA development [13]. As Hao [17] said, “this
may suggest that certain L2 learners have strong motivational
states, while others have lower ones, which may alter owing
to internal and environmental influences”.

The system seclf-organises without external intervention,
creating an unanticipated order from its constituents [15]. In
L2 motivation, internal and external components, such as
learners’ beliefs, emotions, attitudes, goals, needs, and exter-
nal environments, contribute to a natural, orderly state of mo-
tivation through complex interactions [18].

CDST is ideal for modelling L2 motivational dynamics
since it is a dynamic, open system that changes continually
under numerous circumstances and has non-linear develop-
ment. Instead of linear causality research, CDST research fo-
cuses on motivation development and change, intrinsic and
extrinsic factors and their correlations, and the characteristics
of motivational dynamics, factors, and system-environment
interaction [19-21].

2.3. Studies on L2 Motivation from CDST

Most CDST-based L2 motivation research stresses that in-
ternal and external factors influence motivation.

Intrinsic factors include self-efficacy [22], attributions [23],
interest [24], ideal L2 self [25], ought-to L2 self [26], learning
experience [27], etc. Individual learners’ psychological, emo-
tional, and cognitive traits affect their motivation and change.
Busse and Walter [19] examined a generalized decline in mo-
tivation levels of 142 British learners of German after one year,
mainly due to reduced levels of intrinsic motivation and self-
efficacy. Song and Kim [28] found that goal awareness (e.g.,
passing examinations or advancing one's career) affected
learners’ motivation. High self-efficacy helped learners stay
motivated when overcoming learning difficulties, according
to Chang and Zhang [29]. Dai [30] also found that Chinese
university students’ intrinsic motivation (e.g., interest in Eng-
lish culture) was favourably associated with their motivation
levels. Positive affective experiences (e.g., achievement)
drove learners’ recovery of motivation, according to Hao [17].

Extrinsic factors contain the instructor’s teaching style [31],
educational resources [32], study methods [33], social pres-
sure [34], parental influence [35], and so on. The environment
and culture in which students live affect their motivation indi-
rectly. Dornyei [36] claimed that teaching styles and task de-
sign affect classroom motivation. Chinese high school stu-
dents’ motivation fluctuated due to high-stakes exams like
China’s college entrance exam, according to Chen et al. [37].
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Waninge et al. [20] found that course, professors, and class-
room environment affected fluctuations in four students’ mi-
cro-motivation over two weeks. Most Korean high school stu-
dents are motivated by instructional methods, learning diffi-
culty, social pressure, peer influence, and study strategies [28].
Castro [21] observed that “the language adviser had a pivotal
role in disturbing this particular participant’s motivational
system so that [students’] language learning trajectory could
follow more favorable paths”. Chang and Zhang [29] tracked
five foreign language learners’ listening learning process for
nearly three years and found that individual differences show
up in the dynamic ebbs and flows of EFL listeners’ motivation,
which is affected by both internal (e.g., learners’ goals) and
external (e.g., learning contexts) factors. Dai [38] used trian-
gulation to show that interest, sense of achievement, future vi-
sions, language tools, and the environment affect good Chi-
nese L2 learners’ motivation. Fu and Liu [39] discovered that
urban students were more motivated than rural students be-
cause they had more educational resources and social support.

From the CDST perspective, motivation comes from intri-
cate interactions between internal and external elements.
CDST provides a useful theoretical framework for analyzing
these components’ dynamic interplay.

2.4. Research Gaps and Questions

While L2 motivation research has been fruitful, Chinese
learners’ L2 motivation differs from that of other countries
due to the Chinese environment and culture [37, 40]. Li [41]
discovered that Confucian ideals, including diligence, perse-
verance, and academic performance, affected Chinese stu-
dents’ instrumental motivation for tests and vocational expec-
tations. Thus, Chinese L2 learners must be taken into account.
SLA research has concentrated on Chinese learners’ learning
strategies and efficacy, but most studies have focused on high-
achieving learners, with far less attention given to undera-
chieving EFL learners. Among the existing studies on this
topic [42, 43], very few have explored their motivational tra-
jectories based on the CDST.

In other respects of research methodology, there is a general
lack of triangulation validation in related studies at home and
abroad, especially in narrative research. The greater degree of
freedom in the presentation of narrative research outputs helps
explore in depth the wider range of factors that drive changes
in motivation [44], complementing the interview findings and
enabling cross-validation.

Therefore, this study focuses on underachieving EFL learn-
ers in Chinese universities as research participants. Based on
the CDST, the study adopts the retrospective motivational tra-
jectory graphs, combined with interviews and narratives for
triangulation. The current study aims to answer the following
research questions:

1. What are the characteristics of the motivational dynamics
of underachieving EFL learners?
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2. What influences the motivational dynamics of undera-
chieving EFL learners?

3. Methodology

3.1. Participants

Three participants were purposively selected for the current
study. They are underachieving EFL learners who share the
following characteristics: (1) All of them study at top univer-
sities in China (“985 Project” universities), performed well in
the college entrance exams, and possess normal Intelligence
Quotient (IQ) levels with no physical defects. (2) They are all

non-English major undergraduates. (3) Despite multiple at-
tempts during their university years, they consistently scored
below 425 on the CET-4, failing to meet the mandatory Eng-
lish proficiency requirement for graduation. It is important to
note that the participants are classified as underachieving EFL
learners based on their failure to meet the English proficiency
requirements for graduation, which does not necessarily char-
acterise their entire language-learning history. Though a three-
participant sample is small, it is typical for qualitative case
studies, and the main aim is to describe and interpret their
unique motivational trajectories rather than generalise the
findings. To protect participant privacy, pseudonyms were
used in place of real names throughout this study. The basic in-
formation of the three study participants is shown in Table 1.

Table 1. Basic Information on the Research Subjects.

Participants Major

Marine Chemistry
Marketing

Music Performance

3.2. Instruments

This study combines three research methods: retrospective
motivational trajectory graphs, interviews, and narratives.
First, the research participants drew a motivational trajectory
graph. Then, the author asked interview questions based on
each participant’s retrospective graph and conducted the inter-
views. Finally, the participants described the process of Eng-
lish learning and the changes in L2 motivation, and completed
the narratives.

3.2.1. Retrospective Motivational Trajectory
Graphs

Within the framework of CDST, retrospective motivational
trajectory graphs have become a common methodological ap-
proach in L2 motivation research [45] For instance, Jung [46]
demonstrated the utility of such graphs in charting students’
motivational changes from kindergarten through college. Fur-
thermore, these graphs are frequently combined with inter-
views and other methods to visually depict learners’ motiva-
tional development [21, 28]. The present study utilized similar
graphs to examine changes in L2 motivation. To accurately
capture these motivational dynamics, participants were asked
to recall their past foreign language learning experiences and
rate their L2 English motivation levels at various time points,

1 In China, formal English education typically begins in the third grade of primary
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Year

Highest CET-4 scores

University year 3 411
University year 3 376
University year 2 390

ranging from the third grade of primary school! to their third
year of university. On these graphs, the horizontal axis repre-
sents the chronological time points, while the vertical axis in-
dicates the motivation level on a scale of 1 to 6 (with higher
scores reflecting stronger motivation).

3.2.2. Interviews

Semi-structured interviews were conducted to explore the
underlying reasons for the L2 motivational fluctuations at key
time points identified in the retrospective graphs. The inter-
view protocols were individualized, with questions specifi-
cally tailored to each participant’s retrospective chart, such as
“I noticed a sharp increase in your motivation on the graph
during Grade 9. Can you describe what happened during that
period?” and “What caused your motivation level to decline
starting in your second year, and subsequently hit a peak dur-
ing your third year?”. Each interview lasted between 20 and
30 minutes.

3.2.3. Narratives

Written narratives were employed for methodological tri-
angulation to corroborate the data obtained from the graphs
and interviews. Through the detailed reflections of the partic-
ipants, the researcher sought to uncover additional, latent fac-
tors influencing their motivation. Participants were asked to
write a 700-1000-word narrative detailing their L2 learning

school.
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journey and changes in L2 motivation. These narratives cen-
tred on two primary prompts: (1) What specific person or
event had the most profound impact on your L2 motivation?
and (2) How did this affect your subsequent L2 motivation and
learning trajectory?

3.3. Data Collection

All data collection sessions took place in a quiet, private
room on an individual, one-on-one basis to minimize distrac-
tions and ensure confidentiality. To investigate L2 motiva-
tional changes, each participant was first asked to draw a mo-
tivational trajectory graph, mapping their motivation levels
from the third grade of primary school (the onset of their Eng-
lish learning) to their junior year of university. Immediately
following the drawing task, an interview was conducted using
the participant's newly completed graph as a visual reference
to guide the discussion. Prior to the interviews, participants
were encouraged to share their genuine thoughts and experi-
ences, with the assurance that there were no right or wrong
answers. With the interviewees’ informed consent, all ses-
sions were audio-recorded, and supplementary field notes
were taken. One week later, the participants submitted their
narrative essays, which served to triangulate and validate the
findings from the graphs and interviews. By synthesizing the
interview transcripts and narrative texts, the researcher identi-

fied and categorized the key factors influencing L2 motivation.

3.4. Data Analysis

The researcher manually transcribed the audio recordings
and aligned the participants’ responses with the specific time
points on their retrospective graphs. Following an initial ex-
amination of the fluctuations in the motivational graphs, the
researcher analyzed the interview transcripts and narrative
texts using Barkhuizen et al.’s [47] thematic analysis frame-
work. This approach was chosen to systematically categorize

—&— Participant A

Motivation Level

G6

G7 G8

Participant B

the factors influencing motivational changes in alignment
with the research questions. Thematic analysis is a widely rec-
ognized qualitative method used for identifying, analyzing,
and reporting patterns (themes) within a dataset. The process
generally involves five iterative phases: familiarization with
the data, generating initial codes, searching for themes, re-
viewing the themes, and defining and naming the themes.

The analysis commenced with repeated readings of the in-
terview transcripts and narratives to identify salient patterns.
For instance, Participant B’s remarks regarding a strict teacher
diminishing their motivation were noted. Initial codes, such as
“Instructor’s personality” or “instructor’s teaching method,”
were generated from these patterns. Subsequently, these codes
were aggregated into broader themes, such as “learning envi-
ronment,” which encompassed sub-themes like school facili-
ties, study content, and study methods. These themes under-
went an iterative review process to ensure they accurately re-
flected the dataset. Finally, the themes were clearly defined
and substantiated with direct quotes from the participants to
systematically address the research questions concerning mo-
tivational dynamics and their underlying determinants. This
structured approach ensured a rigorous and transparent analy-
sis of the qualitative data.

4. Results

4.1. Motivational Graphs

The retrospective motivational graph depicting the partici-
pants’ L2 motivational dynamics is presented in Figure 1. The
horizontal axis represents the various time points (from Grade
3 to the third year of university), while the vertical axis indi-
cates the motivation level on a scale of 1 to 6 (with higher
scores representing greater motivation).

Participant C

<]

G9 G10 GI11 Gl12 UYl UY2 UY3

Grade

Note. X-axis labels: G3-G12 = Grade 3 to Grade 12; UY1-UY3 = University Year 1 to Year 3.

Figure 1. Motivational dynamics of the participants.
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Figure 1 provides a detailed overview of the participants’
L2 motivational trajectories across different educational
stages. During primary school, initial motivation levels were
relatively low from Grade 3 (G3) to G5, yet they exhibited a
general upward trend with fluctuations in intensity and dura-
tion. However, a notable divergence emerged in G6: Partici-
pant A’s motivation increased, Participant B’s declined, and
Participant C’s remained stable.

Throughout junior high school, all three participants
demonstrated an overall upward trajectory in motivation,
reaching their peak levels by G9. Interestingly, variations
were observed in G7, with Participant A’s motivation contin-
uing to rise, Participant B’s staying constant, and Participant
C’s decreasing.

The high school period revealed a slight motivational de-
cline in G10 across all participants, followed by a resurgence
in G12. In G11, significant individual differences were iden-
tified, with Participant A maintaining stable motivation, Par-
ticipant B experiencing an increase, and Participant C show-
ing a decrease.

At the university level, all participants experienced a moti-
vational downturn in their second year (UY2), with Partici-
pants A and B reaching their lowest points. Notably, Partici-
pant A’s motivation had already begun a sharp decline in the
first year (UY'1), while both Participants A and C exhibited a
motivational recovery by their third year (UY3). These pat-
terns collectively illustrate the dynamic and non-linear nature
of L2 motivation development among the participants.

4.2. Interview and Narrative

Through a thematic analysis of the interviews and narrative
accounts of the three participants, three primary themes affect-
ing L2 motivation were identified: the L2 learning environ-
ment, attribution, and social and parental influence. The theme
of the “L2 learning environment” encompasses learners’ per-
ceptions of external elements, including instructors, school fa-
cilities, peers, other academic subjects or extracurricular ac-
tivities, study methods, textbooks, and the curriculum. The
“Attribution” theme includes learners’ overconfidence or lack
thereof, their experiences of success or failure in studying
English, and their degree of willpower in executing study
plans. Finally, the theme of “Social and parental influence”
captures learners’ perceptions of societal pressure and paren-
tal expectations regarding their English studies. These factors
significantly impacted the participants® L2 motivation levels
across different learning stages.

As emphasized in previous research by Kim and Lee [48,
49], learners’ perceptions determine whether a motivation-re-
lated episode or factor is motivating or demotivating. Building
on this framework, we coded a factor as demotivating if par-
ticipants perceived it as having a negative effect, and as remo-
tivating if it contributed to the recovery of motivation. The
frequency of these occurrences was calculated to identify the
factors most frequently cited as demotivating or remotivating
by the participants. The results of this analysis are presented
in Table 2.

Table 2. The Influencing Factors of Participants’ Motivational Dynamics.

Major Category Minor Category

Instructor’s teaching method

Instructor’s personality

Educational resources
L2 Learning Environment Classmates
Other subjects

Content /Curriculum

Study method

(Over-Lack of) Confidence

Attribution

Strong/Weak willpower

Social pressure

Social & Parental Influence .
Parental influence

Success/Failure experience

50

Remotivation Demotivation
12 12
4 1

1 1

1 6
- 6
3 5
4 5

1 4
1 6
5 1
8 3

1 2
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As shown in Table 2, the participants primarily attributed
their demotivation to the learning environment, particularly
concerning learning content, textbooks, instructional methods,
and their own study strategies. These issues, largely external
factors, reportedly rendered English an unstimulating and dif-
ficult subject for these learners compared to other academic
disciplines.

Consistent with earlier studies conducted in Asian contexts
[50], participants cited ineffective teaching techniques and
negative teacher personality traits, such as being overly strict
or lacking empathy. Reflecting on their junior high school
years, the participants noted that their English classes were
excessively teacher-centered and exam-focused. Teachers fre-
quently required rote memorization for exams, an instruc-
tional approach that left the participants bored and disinter-
ested in the subject. For example, participant B mentioned:

My elementary English teacher sang the alphabet, and I rap-

idly learned the 26 letters. She then publicly acknowledged

my English studying abilities and made me feel good about

it. In sixth grade, a strict English teacher made me copy a

word 100 times after I made a mistake. I disliked her rigid

teaching style and resisted English learning. My English
learning motivation declined.

(Participant B)

Ineffective study methods were also identified by the par-
ticipants as a significant demotivating factor. Driven by the
pressure to pass secondary school exams, they often resorted
to rote memorization of every English vocabulary word and
grammatical structure in their textbooks. The absence of ef-
fective learning strategies ultimately compromised their learn-
ing efficacy and diminished their motivation. For instance,
Participant A recalled:

In high school, I was akin to a machine, mechanically mem-
orizing words and rote learning grammar rules. I knew my
excellent marks were a result of test-taking, not English
proficiency. After graduating from university, I found that
many jobs required English ability. Even though I wanted
to enhance my language skills, I was apprehensive and con-
fused where to start.

(Participant A)

Classmates and other subjects were listed as environmental
variables. Participant B recalled that “every subject in high
school was difficult,” making it challenging for her to focus
on English. Furthermore, all three participants expressed frus-
tration when they struggled to keep pace with their classmates.
As shown in Table 2, in addition to external issues, the partic-
ipants also attributed their demotivation to their failed lan-
guage learning experiences. As Ddrnyei [51] found, learning
experiences are the most powerful predictor of motivated be-
havior. All participants noted that experiences of failure sig-
nificantly undermined their motivation. For instance, Partici-
pant B commented, “I scored too low on my first CET-4 and
felt I had no aptitude for learning English.” Such failures se-
verely diminished the participants’ confidence and drive to
learn English.
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Table 2 further reveals that perceived social pressure also
significantly impacted motivation. All participants indicated
that external demands, such as high school admission exams,
the national college entrance examination, and job hunting,
temporarily boosted their motivation to study. However, ex-
cessive societal pressure ultimately served as a demotivating
factor. Participant A stated, “Once there are no exams, I don’t
want to read English at all.” The findings indicate that these
underachieving learners did not recognize the importance of
English. This lack of perceived value marks the primary dif-
ference between their motivational profiles and those of suc-
cessful L2 learners, a finding that contrasts with Dai’s (2023)
study. Driven by exam pressure, exam-oriented education has
become a prevalent practice, causing students to lose sight of
the value of studying another language.

In summary, the results demonstrated multiple factors con-
tributed to the decline in English learning motivation, and
these findings generally align with previous research. How-
ever, the current study also suggests that, compared to high-
achieving learners, underachieving learners rarely recognize
the significance of English learning for their future aspirations.
While social pressures, such as exam performance or external
expectations, may temporarily elevate their motivation, this
effect is typically short-lived. Once the immediate pressure
(e.g., an exam) is removed, their motivation declines sharply
because they do not intrinsically value English or perceive it
as relevant to their long-term goals. This lack of perceived
value, coupled with reliance on temporary external pressures,
generates a cycle of fluctuating and ultimately decreasing mo-
tivation. These characteristics, combined with primary exter-
nal factors (e.g., teaching methods, classroom atmosphere,
and peer influence), provide a comprehensive explanation for
demotivation among underachieving EFL learners. Conse-
quently, this study highlights the necessity of helping undera-
chievers align English learning with their personal goals,
thereby reducing their reliance on external pressures to sustain
motivation.

5. Discussion

5.1. Characteristics of the Motivational
Dynamics of Underachieving EFL Learners

From the perspective of CDST, the changes in the partici-
pants’ L2 motivation levels exhibit four core features: non-
linearity, complexity, dynamics, and self-organization.

5.1.1. Non-linearity

Non-linearity was evident in the participants’ fluctuating
motivation levels. Rather than increasing or decreasing in a
simple linear way, their motivation was characterized by con-
stant fluctuations and sudden shifts [52]. For instance, Partic-
ipant A’s motivation peaked in junior high school (G9) due to
teacher encouragement and exam pressure, declined sharply
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in high school (G10) as a result of learning difficulties, and
resurged during university (UY3) while preparing for post-
graduate entrance exams. These non-linear trajectories
demonstrate that L2 motivation is highly sensitive to temporal,
environmental, and experiential factors. Recognizing this non-
linearity can help educators and researchers view motivational
fluctuations as a natural aspect of the language learning pro-
cess, rather than an indicator of learning failure. By identify-
ing motivational peaks and troughs, educators can implement
timely interventions and adapt instructional practices. This ap-
proach enables them to support learners in navigating periods
of demotivation while capitalizing on motivational peaks to
maximize learning potential.

5.1.2. Complexity and Dynamics

Complexity and dynamics were evident in the continuous
interplay of multiple factors driving the participants' motiva-
tion. Their motivational trajectories fluctuated significantly
from elementary school through university, with each shift
triggered by evolving learning environments and personal
goals. For instance, Participant B’s motivation plummeted in
the sixth grade due to a strict teacher, yet rebounded in junior
high (G9) under the combined pressures of parental expecta-
tions and high-stakes exams. This trajectory illustrates how
environmental, social, and personal elements interact in
highly unpredictable ways. As posited by CDST, motivation
is governed by a complex system of interconnected variables
that continuously evolve over time [38]. This dynamic was
further corroborated by Participant C, whose motivation fluc-
tuated in response to changing classroom environments. For
example, stratified teaching in eighth grade (G8) boosted her
engagement, whereas a fast-paced instructional approach in
high school (G10) led to disengagement. L2 learners’ motiva-
tion is contingent upon a myriad of dynamic internal and ex-
ternal factors, including personal interest, self-efficacy, in-
structional styles, learning environments, exam pressure, and
family support. Recognizing this complexity enables educa-
tors to assess learners’ motivational dynamics holistically, ra-
ther than attributing them to a single, isolated variable. Fur-
thermore, it empowers teachers to provide tailored, adaptive
support, acknowledging that different combinations of factors
drive motivational development for each individual learner.

5.1.3. Self-organization and Adaptation

Self-organization was evident in the participants’ capacity
to restore motivational equilibrium in the face of academic
challenges. For instance, despite her initial struggles in high
school, Participant C actively sought tutoring and adjusted her
study strategies to meet the rigorous demands of the college
entrance examination (G12). This refletcs CDST in that the
motivational system “adapts to an ever-changing environment”
across different developmental stages [14]. Similarly, Partici-
pant A’s motivational recovery (UY3), achieved through
structured planning, highlighted her adaptive response to ex-
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ternal pressures, such as job market requirements. Recogniz-
ing this capacity for self-organization enables educators to ap-
preciate learners’ agency in regulating their own motivation.
Teachers can facilitate this process by equipping students with
essential self-regulatory skills, such as goal-setting, self-mon-
itoring, and self-reflection. However, while the motivational
system possesses an inherent capacity for self-organization,
external scaffolding remains crucial. Providing positive feed-
back, fostering constructive teacher-student interactions, and
implementing other supportive strategies are vital for empow-
ering students to successfully navigate their motivational
shifts.

In summary, the qualitative data revealed that the motiva-
tional trajectories of these underachieving EFL learners were
characterized by non-linearity, complexity, dynamics, and
self-organization, aligning with the CDST framework. These
findings underscore the need for educators to conceptualize
motivation not as a static trait, but as a dynamic system that
necessitates flexible and adaptive support strategies.

5.2. Causes of the Motivational Dynamics of
Underachieving EFL Learners

The low motivation and limited English proficiency ob-
served among the participants can be attributed to a conflu-
ence of the following factors.

5.2.1. Learning Environment Challenges

Participant A came from the area with poor educational re-
sources, leading to a lack of foundational training in phonetics
and grammar. This hindered her progress and motivation. Fur-
thermore, teachers’ teaching styles and attitudes significantly
impacted motivation. For instance, strict or non-interactive
teaching methods reduced interest, while encouragement and
support had positive effects. Moreover, high exam pressure,
particularly in senior high school, initially boosted motivation
but eventually led to anxiety and boredom with English learn-
ing. The pressure from multiple subjects further distracted stu-
dents from focusing on improving their English, causing fa-
tigue and reduced motivation.

5.2.2. Confidence and Value Perception Issues

Early gaps in foundational training (e.g., phonetics, gram-
mar, etc.) made advanced English learning difficult, leading
to low self-efficacy. Participants often felt incapable of mas-
tering English, especially when comparing themselves to
more proficient peers, which further diminished their confi-
dence and motivation. Additionally, learners did not recognize
the importance of English for future career development until
later stages (e.g., Participant A realized the importance of
English proficiency in future development only when she was
at university), leading to low motivation outside exam con-
texts. The perceived distance between English and Chinese
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language structures and cultures also made English seem ir-
relevant, further reducing interest.

5.2.3. Ineffective Learning Methods

Reliance on rote memorization for exams provided short-
term score improvements but failed to enhance actual profi-
ciency. This approach, along with a lack of effective learning
strategies, led to frustration and decreased motivation when
faced with learning difficulties. For example, Participant B re-
ported that as the difficulty of English escalated during her
first year of high school, her inability to identify and adapt to
suitable learning strategies left her feeling overwhelmed and
demotivated.

5.3. Implications

Enhancing students’ learning motivation and English profi-
ciency requires colloborative efforts by students, teachers,
parents, and schools.

On the part of the students, they can establish short-term
goals (e.g., vocabulary acquisition) alongside long-term vi-
sions (e.g., enhancing workplace English proficiency). Fur-
thermore, they can leverage Al-driven platforms for oral prac-
tice and writing refinement [53], while utilizing digital tools
to maintain reflective learning journals. This practice allows
them to systematically analyze their learning processes and
adjust their strategies accordingly [54].

Teachers also play a pivotal role in fostering motivation. In
alignment with the English Curriculum Standards for Senior
High Schools [55], implementing a portfolio assessment sys-
tem can effectively track students’ progress while encourag-
ing self-reflection. Within this system, teachers can provide
regular, personalized feedback that acknowledges students’
efforts and outlines actionable next steps. Additionally, teach-
ers should develop students’ self-efficacy through prompt and
specific praise. Furthermore, as digital technology has demon-
strated a positive impact on language teaching and learning
[56], multimedia and immersive teaching approaches hold the
potential to stimulate students’ interest and engagement
through multi-sensory input [57, 58].

Parents can assist students in navigating academic stress by
providing emotional support, such as emphasizing effort over
academic grades [59], and by actively participating in the
learning process (e.g., hosting weekly family movie nights to
watch English films with subtitles).

At the institutional level, schools and universities should
provide regular professional development for teachers to en-
hance their pedagogical competence in supporting students’
motivation [60]. Concurrently, schools must offer mental
health services to alleviate exam-induced anxiety. They
should also cultivate a positive atmosphere for language ac-
quisition by organizing English language and cultural activi-
ties, such as English corners and speech contests.
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6. Conclusions

In conclusion, through retrospective graph-drawing, inter-
views, and narrative inquiry, this study investigated the moti-
vational trajectories of three underachieving EFL learners in
Chinese universities, uncovering the defining characteristics
of their motivational shifts and their primary causes. The find-
ings revealed that the motivational development of these un-
derachievers were characterized by non-linearity, complex
dynamics, and self-organization. The internal learner factors
shaping L2 motivational development primarily encompassed
self-confidence, prior learning experiences, and grit. Mean-
while, the external factors included the learning environment,
social pressure, and family expectations. These factors are in-
tricately interconnected and interact synergistically to drive
motivational fluctuations; it is the confluence and continuous
interplay of these multiple variables that constitute the com-
plex dynamic system of L2 motivation.

Future research could, firstly, expand the sample size to
verify the generalizability of the current findings. Second, re-
searchers could adopt a mixed-methods approach that inte-
grates quantitative and qualitative analyses to enhance the ob-
jectivity and reliability of the research outcomes. Third, fur-
ther research should explore specific, effective pedagogical
strategies and interventions to assist underachieving learners
in developing both their motivation for English learning and
overall language proficiency.
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