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ABSTRACT

The purpose of the current study is to determine main demotivating factors affecting Turkish EFL 
university students’ English language learning process and to identify the ways they apply to cope 
with these negative experiences from their own perspectives. The participants were 469 first and 
second year Turkish EFL university students. Both quantitative and qualitative methods were 
used to collect data in the study. First, a demotivation questionnaire (Sakai & Kikuchi, 2009) was 
administered to the participants, and then interviews were conducted, face-to-face, with some 
of the students. Descriptive and inferential statistics were performed on the quantitative data, 
while coding and classifying approach was used to analyze the qualitative data. Quantitative 
results revealed that are significant differences between female and male students in terms of 
the factors related to characteristics of classes and experiences of failure. Qualitative findings 
indicated that major factors that demotivate students are negative attitudes of the classmates, 
teacher-related factors, personal issues, class characteristics, test anxiety, failure experiences, 
and education system. Also, strategies for overcoming demotivation were determined as self-
studying, asking for assistance, changing perspective, thinking positively, ignoring what others 
think, and being goal oriented. It is implied that the results obtained from this study might be 
helpful for both language learners and teachers in developing effective coping strategies to 
overcome demotivation.

INTRODUCTION
Motivation determines the goals that we try to achieve and 
the level of effort that we extend to reach them (Brown, 
2001, p. 72). According to Brown (2001), motivation is an 
intrinsic impulse, driving force, emotion or desire leading 
someone to perform a particular action. Further, on the 
one hand, without sufficient motivation level, even indi-
viduals with the superior skills and capabilities experi-
ence difficulties in achieving their long-term objectives. 
On the other hand, high level of motivation helps learners 
overcome shortcomings of learning conditions and it can 
lead them to succeed in spite of all possible problems they 
encounter in the learning process (Dörnyei, 2001). Sev-
eral studies have indicated that motivation is an essential 
element in foreign language learning and it plays a crucial 
role in learners’ target language achievement (e.g. Ghad-
irzadeh, Hashtnoudi & Shokri, 2013, Hu, 2011; Zhang, 
2007). For instance, Hu (2011) described that while moti-
vational factors have a positive impact on language learn-
ing achievement, demotivating factors hinder the learning 
process. Therefore, students who lose their motivation at 
an early phase of second language learning might suffer 
from long-term harmful impacts, such as failure, losing 
self-confidence, self-blaming and struggling too much 
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to gain motivation during the learning process (Falout & 
Falout, 2005; Ushioda, 2001).

What are the reasons that cause second language learners 
to become demotivated while learning the target language? 
This issue does not concern only the linguists but it also 
concerns language teachers that observe their students los-
ing their motivation in their daily classes (Sakai & Kiku-
chi, 2009). Dörnyei (2001) defines demotivating factors as 
external forces having negative effects on language learn-
ing motivation of learners and might eventually extermi-
nate eagerness to participate in language learning activities. 
Kaivanpanah and Ghasemi (2011) claim that “any failure to 
learn a second language may be largely due to the existence 
of demotivating factors on the part of learners” (p.90). Nu-
merous studies have been carried out on demotivation in the 
field of instructional communication, such as demotivating 
factors affecting communication at North American uni-
versities (Cristophel & Gorham, 1995, Gorham & Millette, 
1997) and in different countries such as China, Germany, 
Japan, Vietnam, Hungary, Ireland, and the USA (e.g. Arai, 
2004; Dörnyei, 1998; Falout & Falout, 2005; Trang & Bal-
dauf, 2007; Zhang, 2007). Previous research conducted on 
motivation has revealed the following six major demotivat-
ing factors: a) teacher-based factors, such as attitude of the 
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teacher, teaching competence, style of teaching, proficieny 
level of the teacher (Bekleyen, 2011; Falout & Maruyama, 
2004; Kikuchi & Sakai, 2009; Kojima, 2004; Soureshjani 
& Riahipour 2012; Zhang, 2007), b) class characteristics 
like vocabulary and grammar based instruction, monotonous 
lessons, exam-centered instruction (Arai, 2004, Cristophel 
& Gorham, 1995; Soureshjani & Riahipour 2012; Tsuchi-
ya, 2006), c) situations of failure like disappointing test re-
sults and feeling unable to comprehend (Gorham & Millette, 
1997; Tsuchiya, 2006), d) class atmosphere, for instance, in-
active classes, attitudes of the classmates, insufficient use of 
audio-visual materials (Arai, 2004; Bekleyen, 2011; Falout 
& Maruyama, 2004), e) class materials (Bekleyen, 2011; Ki-
kuchi & Sakai, 2009) and f) lack of interest (Cristophel & 
Gorham, 1995; Meshkat & Hassani 2012; Tsuchiya, 2006).

The following recent studies have investigated demo-
tivating factors on language learning efficiency. In 2011, 
Bekleyen carried out a study on the factors that demotivate 
Turkish university students when learning English as a for-
eign language. The researcher determined that insufficient 
use of technological types of equipment, coursebooks, teach-
ing methods and teachers themselves are major factors that 
demotivate students who are learning English as a foreign 
language. Similarly, Soureshjani and Riahipour (2012) ex-
amined negative factors affecting language learners’ speak-
ing abilities from both students’ and teachers’ perspectives. 
Student questionnaire results suggested three affective fac-
tors that hinder speaking proficiency: 1) teachers, 2) teach-
ing equipment, and 3) classroom utility. Likewise, focusing 
on the reason why students feel demotivated in language 
classrooms, Meshkat and Hassani (2012) conducted a study 
with the participation of 421 Iranian high school students. As 
a result of the study, learning context and materials, teachers’ 
competence and teaching styles, insufficient school facili-
ties, lack of intrinsic motivation and test scores were found 
as basic sources of language learning demotivation.

In an exploratory study, Kim and Kim (2015) determined 
five factors associated with learners’ motivation: self-actual-
ization, ideal L2 self, ought-to L2 self, face-saving and in-
strumentality. Also, they detected three demotivational fac-
tors: negative perceptions toward affordance, difficulties in 
English learning, and pressure from Graduation Equivalency 
Examination. In the same vein, Ghadirzadeh et al., (2013) 
investigated factors affecting Iranian university students’ 
underachievement in language learning. Gathered data sug-
gested affective demotivational factors on language learning 
as lack of individual competence, inadequate intrinsic moti-
vation, teaching methods of teachers and course contents. In 
another study, Tabatabaei and Molavi (2012) found a nega-
tive correlation between students’ achievement and demoti-
vational level. Main demotivating factors perceived by the 
students were identified as inappropriate teaching methods, 
the frequency of classes in a week, difficulties in compre-
hending listening materials and inadequate use of English 
in real life. Conducting a mixed method study, Kim (2012) 
investigated negative factors affecting Korean elementary 
school students’ motivational trends and it was found out 
that learning contents and materials and test scores are main 

demotivating factors perceived by Japanese students. On the 
other hand, in contrast to the results of previous research, 
teachers’ competence and teaching styles were not consid-
ered as a major factor decreasing language learning motiva-
tion by the students. Here it can be seen that studies conduct-
ed in different contexts yielded different results regarding 
factors that affect students’ language learning motivation.

As learners encounter hindrances while learning the tar-
get language, they start feeling demotivated to learn. That’s 
why, remotivating learners is a complex process (Al Kaboo-
dy, 2013). Not only sources of demotivation, but also how 
students cope with it might yield distinctive overall impacts 
on both motivation and outcomes of learning (Falout, 2012). 
According to Al Kaboody (2013), it is the responsibility of 
the teachers to help learners remotivate and develop posi-
tive attitudes toward learning the target language. Language 
teachers can help their students enhance their self-motivation 
by attracting their attention to practical strategies like “fa-
vorable expectations, incentives, dealing with procrastina-
tion and boredom, and eliminating distractions” (Al Kaboo-
dy, 2013, p. 52). Previous research conducted on this issue 
revealed a number of strategies to overcome demotivation, 
such as changing attitude, facilitating from social environ-
ment actively, asking for assistance, using learner-centered 
teaching methods and self-talking (Çelik & Kocaman, 2016; 
Falout, Elwood & Hood 2009; Falout, 2012; Ushioda, 2011). 
For instance, concentrating on negative factors causing de-
motivation, Falout et al., (2009) investigated the correlation 
between learners’ proficiency level and their capacity to 
cope with demotivating experiences. For this purpose, the 
researchers administered a demotivational questionnaire to 
900 volunteer Japanese EFL university students from differ-
ent majors. The study revealed three affective factors lead-
ing demotivation: external conditions related to the learning 
environment, internal conditions of the learners and reactive 
attitudes towards demotivating experiences. Another study 
(Falout, 2012) searched for the developmental stages of 
overcoming to retrieve and sustain motivation during En-
glish language learning. The findings suggested that students 
with positive self-concepts were able to adopt long-term 
coping processes and they facilitated from their social en-
vironment more actively to regain their motivation, on the 
other hand, students with negative self-concepts adapted 
short-term coping processes and they mostly fell into self-
blame and helplessness.

In another study, focusing on the difficulties that Turk-
ish middle school students encounter with during their En-
glish learning process, Çelik and Kocaman (2016) collected 
data from 164 students through an open-ended survey and 
semi-structured interviews. Research findings presented a 
variety of barriers that students face while learning English: 
linguistic, instructional, affective factors and lack of assis-
tance and resource. The researchers suggested that enabling 
students to adapt effective learning strategies and designing 
individual-based and learner-centered teaching methods can 
help students overcome barriers and affective factors.

Regarding gender differences in terms of demotivat-
ing factors, researchers obtained different results from each 
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other. For example, Meshkat and Hassani (2012) found that 
male students were significantly more demotivated than fe-
male students and there were significant differences between 
them regarding the factors of ‘learning contents and materials’ 
and ‘teachers’ competence and teaching styles’. Similarly, in 
a study carried out by Acat and Demiral (2002) in a Turkish 
context, it was found that female students were significantly 
more motivated to learn English than male students. However, 
searching for differences between male and female students 
regarding demotivating factors, Kaivanpanah and Ghasemi 
(2011) determined that female students were significantly 
more demotivated than the male ones in two specific factors 
‘the teacher’ and ‘experience of failure’. Likewise, examining 
demotivating factors impacting secondary high school and 
university students, Aliakbari and Hemmatizad (2015) found 
that in general female students were significantly more de-
motivated than male students in terms of four demotivational 
factors: inadequate school and university facilities, test scores, 
lack of intrinsic motivation and learning contents and material.

Language teachers should understand the sources of stu-
dents’ demotivation in order not to be the primary cause of 
demotivation (Sakai & Kikuchi, 2009). By underlying pro-
cesses involved in demotivation, this study is assumed to be 
practical for guiding administrators, policy makers, curric-
ulum developers and language instructors toward avoiding 
and diminishing its negative impacts on language learning. 
Moreover, in order to further explore both internal and ex-
ternal factors promoting learner demotivation, it is necessary 
to obtain data from various learners of English in different 
contexts. According to Dörnyei (2001), rather than having a 
static condition, motivation has a dynamic and cycling na-
ture which impacts and is impacted by language achieve-
ment. That’s why identifying the main negative factors that 
impact learners’ language proficiency is highly important.

The Research Gap
In Turkey, English is a foreign language that is widely taught 
at every stage of the education system. However, although En-
glish classes are given intensively at preschool, primary and 
high schools, it is observed that students do not achieve the de-
sired level of language skills (Karahan, 2007). Since motivation 
plays a fundamental role in language learning, it is important for 
foreign language teachers to identify the factors that negatively 
affect students’ motivation and to develop techniques that can 
affect them positively. In the Turkish context, few studies have 
been conducted on this issue (Acat & Demiral, 2002; Aydın, 
2012; Bekleyen, 2011; Çelik & Kocaman, 2016). In this sense, 
there seems a scarcity of research on effective demotivating fac-
tors and their roles in learning English as a foreign language in 
the Turkish context. The results obtained from this study might 
be helpful for both language learners and teachers in developing 
effective coping strategies to overcome demotivation.

In this regard, the present study attempts to determine 
main demotivating factors affecting Turkish EFL university 
students’ English language learning process and to identify 
the ways they apply to cope with these negative experiences 
from their own perspectives. The following research ques-
tions guide this study:

 1)   What are the main affective factors that demotivate 
Turkish EFL university students?

 2)   Are there any significant differences between male 
and female students in terms of demotivating factors?

 3)   What are the coping strategies that these students 
frequently use to minimize their demotivation?

METHODOLOGY
Population and Sample
Four-hundred sixty-nine first and second grade EFL university 
students from 4 state universities of Turkey participated in the 
study. These first and second-grade students were selected ac-
cording to the purposive sampling method. They were assumed 
to have approximately the same level of language proficiency 
as they either took foundation courses or passed a language 
proficiency exam. Table 1 shows the profile of the participants.

As Table 1 shows, the total number of female participants 
is nearly three times more than male participants. Totally 
469 first and second year EFL students from four state uni-
versities agreed to participate in the study.

Design of the Study
This study had a mixed methods design in order to respond 
to the research questions. Mixed methods design has im-
portance as it incorporates both qualitative and quantitative 
research techniques (Creswell, 2005). In the convergent 
mixed-methods design adopted for this study, data were 
collected from a number of 469 EFL students studying at 
4 different state universities in Turkey. In doing so, the par-
ticipants’ level of demotivation and the factors causing their 
demotivations were examined quantitatively while their de-
motivation-overcoming strategies were under investigation 
qualitatively. First, a demotivation questionnaire was admin-
istered to the 469 volunteer participants, and then face-to-
face interviews were held with a sub-sample of 30 students.

Research Instruments
The data of the study were collected from two sources; these 
are Sakai and Kikuchi’s (2009) demotivation questionnaire 
and face-to-face interviews.

Demotivation Questionnaire
The demotivation questionnaire (developed by Sakai & Ki-
kuchi, 2009) is composed of 35 5-point Likert type questions 

Table 1. Profile of the participants
University Gender Total

Female Male
#A 145 35 180
#B 70 36 104
#C 76 26 102
#D 58 23 81
Total 349 120 469
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about demotivation measuring six constructs derived from 
previously held studies; items 10-15 are related to teachers; 
items 1-6 and 26 are related to characteristics of classes; items 
7-9, 27 and 30 are related to experiences of failure; items 21-
25, 28 and 29 are on class environment; items 16-20 and 35 
are about class materials; and items 31-34 are related to lack 
of interest. The instructions for this part are: ‘‘How much is 
the following statement true for you as a demotivating fac-
tor?”. The participants in the study were asked to select one 
of the following alternatives: 1: Not true; 2: Mostly not true; 
3: Not either true or untrue; 4: To some extent true; and 5: 
True. Students’ scores can range from 35 to 175, with a high-
er score indicating a stronger demotivating factor. Sakai and 
Kikuchi (2009), in determining the internal-consistency reli-
ability of the questionnaire by Cronbach’s Alpha, found that 
the six factors extracted from de-motivation questionnaire 
had above average reliability, in the range of.73-.83.

The questionnaire included one question about motiva-
tion to learn English. The students were asked to choose 
between 1: I have almost no motivation; 2: I have a little 
motivation; 3: I have moderate motivation; 4: I have high 
motivation. In light of the participants’ response, they were 
categorized as less motivated learners or more motivated 
learners. Those participants whose answer indicated that 
they had no or little motivation were categorized as less mo-
tivated, while those who answered that they had moderate 
or high motivation were categorized as motivated students. 
Two open-ended questions were added to the questionnaire 
so as to gain further insight into the subject.

Face-to-face Interviews
Interview technique is a frequently used technique in quali-
tative studies. In order to better understand student percep-
tions of factors that demotivate them while learning English 
and on strategies they use to eliminate the impact of them, 
face-to-face interviews were held with 30 randomly chosen 
volunteer students among the participants. These interview-
ees were selected the mean scores they got from  (highest 
and lowest) from the questionnaire and through convenience 
sub-sampling method. By maximizing the responses of the 
students as the lowest and highest, the researcher aims to 
detect major differences between these two groups regard-
ing demotivating factors and coping strategy use. Each inter-
view held with each of the participants lasted approximately 
4-5 minutes. Two questions (In which situations do you feel 
demotivated most? Which strategies do you apply to over-
come these negative experiences?) were directed at them. 
The interview was audio-recorded and transcribed by the 
author and an external researcher.

Data Analysis
The data analysis was performed using the statistical software 
of SPSS. Descriptive and inferential statistics were applied for 
the quantitative data. Following this, mean scores and stan-
dard deviation of items were calculated and inferential were 
facilitated to identify the difference between male and female 
students regarding demotivational factors. Coding and classi-

fying approach (Gay, Mills & Airasian, 2009) was used for the 
analysis of qualitative data. The analysis of the open-ended 
questions was performed through categorization of the recur-
ring themes in the participants’ responses. After the responses 
were sorted and categorized, basic recurring themes present-
ing each category were determined and analyzed. The same 
manner was followed in the analysis of the data gathered from 
face to face interviews. After the responses of the students to 
each question were transcribed; they were coded and classi-
fied by the researchers. Then the classifications were shown in 
semantic maps. The data gathered from quantitative and qual-
itative research instruments were analyzed separately. The 
findings of the study were interpreted using a combination of 
the results from these two forms of data.

Reliability and Validity of the Study

Reliability of the scale was calculated using Cronbach alpha 
coefficient formula. For this present study, the Cronbach’s Al-
pha was calculated as .82 Previous studies found Cronbach 
alpha coefficient of the instrument as .89 (Aliakbari & Hem-
matizad, 2015), .76 (Krishnan & Pathan, 2013), .81 (Meshkat 
& Hassani, 2012), .84 (Rastegar, Akbarzadeh & Heidari, 2012) 
which showed that the instrument is reliable. Concerning the 
validity of the instrument, Turkish university professors con-
firmed that it was suitable for use in a Turkish context. A pilot 
study was performed as it is important to determine and remove 
probable constraints before the actual procedure starts. For the 
reliability of the qualitative data, two experts in the field were 
to perform coding and classifying of the responses obtained 
from the interviews. After the performance of a pilot study, 
inter-coder reliability between the evaluators was checked for 
consistency between the data. Prevention of interview data 
loss was enabled by using a voice recorder. The interviewees 
were asked to check for the accuracy of the transcriptions. The 
present study was carried out in the second semester of the ac-
ademic year 2016-2017. The researchers distributed the scale 
and accompanying instructions to the participants, who were 
required to complete it in 35 minutes. They were informed that 
participation was voluntary and the information was used for 
research purposes. It is assumed that the findings of this study 
can be generalized to similar contexts in Turkey as the sample 
size was large enough for that. Research findings can be retest-
ed in similar contexts with similar samples.

RESULTS

The results of the study can be categorized into two main 
groups: quantitative data analysis to examine the factors af-
fecting the participant’s demotivation in the EFL learning 
process and the strategies employed by the students to over-
come demotivators.

QUANTITATIVE DATA ANALYSES RESULTS

The following Table 2 shows the inferential statistical re-
sults for examining the significant differences between 
the female and male students’ demotivation levels and the 
demotivation factors. Table 3 shows the descriptive statistics 
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for the students’ self-perceptions about their motivations to 
learn EFL., Table 4 shows student perspectives on the major 
sources of demotivation and Table 5 shows major strategies 
used by students for dealing with demotivation.

Table 2 shows the significant differences between factors 
that affect the female and male participants’ demotivation 
levels. The t-test analysis indicates that there are significant 
differences between female and male students in terms of 
the factors related to the characteristics of classes and expe-
riences of failure. In both cases, females have a higher level 
of demotivation than males. Further, there is no significant 
difference between the females and males in terms of the 
demotivation factors related to teachers, class environment, 
class materials, and lack of interest.

Table 3 shows the male and female participants’ percep-
tions regarding their level of self-motivation to learn En-
glish. The results indicate that nearly half of both females 
and males feel that they have a moderate level of motivation 
to learn English. Further, males feel more motivated than fe-
males. Finally, the results indicate that while half of the par-
ticipants have a moderate level of motivation, the rest either 
have high or low-level motivation to learn English.

QUALITATIVE DATA ANALYSES RESULTS

The following Figure 1 and Figure 2 show the schematic 
representation of the responses given to the open-ended ques-
tions regarding the other demotivating factors that have not 

been referred in the questionnaire and the strategies employed 
to overcome demotivating factors. Further, Table 4 and Ta-
ble 5 show the results obtained from the analysis of interviews 
regarding their perceptions of most demotivating situations 
and the strategies they employed to overcome them.

The other demotivating factors reported by the par-
ticipants

Firstly, the data obtained from the first open-ended ques-
tion (What are the other demotivating factors that have not 
been referred to in the questionnaire?) were analyzed. The 
participants’ responses emphasized five sources of demoti-
vation: classmates, teachers, physical conditions of learning 
to set, personal factors and education system. These issues 
were expanded here after the schematic representation of the 
data in the semantic map below (Figure 1).

Twenty-eight percent of the participants declared two ways 
in which classmates lower their motivation levels: firstly, as 
there is competition among students, this situation leads them 
to feel stressed and secondly, as their classmates humiliate 
them when they try to speak in front of the class, they feel down 
and lose motivation. As some students expressed: “Whenever 
I try to speak and make some pronunciation errors, my friends 
laugh at me”, “I don’t want to speak in front of the class, be-
cause I am afraid of being humiliated by my friends”.

Also, 23% of the participants pointed out teachers as 
the primary source of their demotivation. They claimed that 
teachers’ getting away from the main subject during lessons 
make students lose motivation. Besides, they expressed that 

Table 2. Independent pair t-test analysis for the comparison of the participants’ demotivation level by gender
Factor Gender n m Std. t df p
Teachers Female 348 2,2562 71981 -1,468 466 143

Male 120 2,3681 71983
Characteristics 
of Classes

Female 348 3,3736 56856 2,328 466 020*
Male 120 3,2107 87594

Experiences of 
Failure

Female 348 2,5328 67646 2,389 466 017*
Male 120 2,3567 75155

Class 
Environment

Female 348 2,6388 93909 -1,208 466 228
Male 120 2,7595 96072

Class 
materials

Female 348 2,6331 64382 357 466 721
Male 120 2,6097 54038

Lack of 
interest

Female 348 2,2148 89950 335 466 738
Male 120 2,1833 84809

Total Female 348 2,6082 49985 513 466 608
Male 120 2,5813 47980

Table 3. Descriptive statistics for the comparison of the participants’ perceptions of their self-motivation to learn English 
by gender
Gender Motivation to learn English

I have almost 
no motivation

I have a little 
motivation

I have a moderate 
motivation

I have high 
motivation

Total

Female 14 (4%) 69 (19,8%) 192 (55%) 74 (21,2%) 349 (100%)
Male 4 (3,33%) 13 (10,83%) 64 (53,33%) 39 (32,5) 120 (100%)
Total 18 (7,8%) 82 (17,5%) 256 (54,6%) 113 (24,1%) 469 (100%)
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when they make mistakes/errors, teachers sometimes react 
negatively towards them. That’s why students suffer from 
both fears of negative evaluation and speaking anxiety. As 
some of the participants expressed: “When I make mistakes 

while speaking, some of my teachers make fun of me in front 
of the class. That’s why, I don’t want to speak”, “When my 
teacher offends me in front of the class because of some er-
rors I have made, I feel demotivated”.

Another source of learner demotivation was found as 
physical conditions of the learning setting (22,2% of the 
participants). When students learn the language in crowded 
classrooms, they find it difficult to focus on the main topic 
and it becomes hard for them to listen to the teacher careful-
ly. Also, lack of facilitative language learning equipment in 
classrooms affects student motivation negatively.

Eighteen-point-six percent of the participants declared 
that they feel demotivated because of some personal issues 
such as, lack of self-confidence, shyness, fear of negative 
evaluation, and anxiety. They do not feel secure or confi-
dent enough to use the target language freely because of 
these affective factors. As some of them claimed: “I am not 
self-confident enough to talk in front of the class or answer 
the questions of the teacher”, “I don’t want to participate in 
the classroom activities, just because I am shy”. “I am an 
anxious person, whenever a teacher asks me a question, I 
feel anxiety and I necessarily make mistakes”.

Lastly, 8,2% of the participants indicated the educa-
tion system as a source of demotivation. They mentioned 
that they do not take pleasure while learning English as the 
courses are boring and mostly teacher-centered. Also, they 
emphasized that the teaching methods that are used by the 
language teachers are based on memorization. Thus, they 
are unable to use language creatively. Besides, some of them 
identified the syllabi as unpractical.

Strategies employed to overcome demotivating factors
Secondly, the data obtained from the second open-end-

ed question (Which strategies do you use to overcome 

Table 4. Students’ perspectives on the major sources of 
their demotivation
Sources of 
Demotivation

Gender Total
Male Female

Overcrowded and 
noisy classrooms

6 (26.8%) 9 (21.95%) 15 (23.43%)

Negative attitudes 
of students

6 (26.8%) 9 (21.95%) 15 (23.43%)

Personal Issues 4 (17.39%) 10 (24.39%) 14 (21.87%)
Negative attitudes 
of teachers

2 (8.69%) 6 (14.63%) 8 (12.5%)

Test anxiety 3 (13.04%) 4 (9.75%) 7 (10.93%)
Education system 2 (8.69%) 3 (7.31%) 5 (7.81%)
Subtotal 23 (100%) 41 (100%) 64 (100%)

Table 5. Students’ responses on the major strategies for 
dealing with demotivation
Strategies for 
coping with 
Demotivation

Gender Total
Male Female

Self-studying 7 (36.84%) 14 (45.16%) 21 (42%)
Being goal-oriented 7 (36.84%) 6 (19.35%) 13 (26%)
Ignoring what 
others think or say

3 (15.78%) 9 (29.03%) 12 (24%)

Thinking positively 2 (10.52%) 2 (6.45%) 4 (8%)
Subtotal 19 (100%) 31 (100%) 50 (100%)

Figure 1. Semantic map of the data from the first open-ended question.
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these negative experiences?) were analyzed, using seman-
tic mapping. Responses of the participants to this question 
revealed a number of strategies that they use to overcome 
their demotivation: personal endeavor, asking for assistance, 
changing attitude/perspective, and being goal-oriented. The 
details of each of these strategies used by the students were 
given below the semantic map (Figure 2).

Fourty-eight percent of the participants try to cope with 
demotivation personally. They expressed that when they find 
it hard to keep up with lessons or when they are insecure 
about their language skills, they feel demotivated. In order 
to cope with these negative experiences, they use strategies 
of doing practice regularly, self-studying or benefiting from 
the technological learning environments. Also, some of the 
participants declared that these aforementioned situations 
cause them to feel stressed out and in order to deal with this 
mood, they try to talk with themselves as a soothing practice. 
As some of them expressed: “Whenever I feel demotivated, I 
try to talk with myself. I tell myself that everything is going 
to be all right”, “I stand in front of a mirror and tell myself 
positive things”. Moreover, some of the participants claimed 
that they try to overcome demotivation personally by ignor-
ing what others think or say. As some of them said: “Just, I 
ignore them”, “Whenever my friends demoralize me by their 
insulting remarks, I try to turn a deaf ear to them”.

Another strategy used by the participants was asking for 
help (21%). Some of the students stated that not being able 
to good at English causes them to feel demotivated and they 
overcome this negative experience by asking either friends 
or teachers for help.

Sixteen-point six percent of the students pointed out the 
strategy of changing attitude/perspective to deal with demoti-
vation. The participants claimed that in cases when they feel 
down, they mostly try to think positively. Although they en-
counter difficulties while learning a language, they focus on 
the advantages of knowing a foreign language. As some of 
them claimed: “Of course, I can not overcome demotivation 
completely, but I always try to think positively”, “When I feel 
demotivated, I focus on the advantages of my department”.

Being goal-oriented is another strategy used by the 
participants of the study (15,4%). While some of the stu-

dents declared they have instrumental motivation to learn a 
language, some others claimed they have integrative motiva-
tion. The students who have instrumental motivation focus 
mostly on becoming a good language teacher. On the oth-
er hand, the students who have integrative motivation cope 
with demotivating experiences by focusing on learning a 
language for personal affinity and interest.

Findings from the Interviews

Results obtained from the first interview question; In 
which situations do you feel demotivated most?

After the responses of the participants were categorized 
six sources of demotivation were identified as presented in 
Table 4.

Table 4 shows that while personal issues (e.g. lack of 
self-confidence, shyness, and anxiety) are the most demo-
tivating factors for female participants, overcrowded/noisy 
classrooms and negative attitudes of the students are the 
most demotivating factors for male participants. In general, 
overcrowded/noisy classroom settings and negative attitudes 
of the students towards each other constituted the most im-
pacting factors leading demotivation.

Results obtained from the second interview question; 
Which strategies do you apply to overcome these negative 
experiences?

The participants’ perceptions of the things they can do in 
order to cope with demotivation were examined. The find-
ings revealed the following four strategies used by the par-
ticipants as presented in Table 5.

As seen in Table 5, while self-studying is the most used 
strategy, thinking positively is the least used strategy for 
both genders. The analysis indicated that the students who 
are aware of their insufficient language skills try to cope with 
demotivation by doing more practice and studying harder. 
They mostly suggested that being goal-oriented (having in-
tegrative or instrumental motivation) helped them overcome 
demotivation and be determined. They claimed that in order 
to deal with other students’ humiliating and negative atti-
tudes, they mostly try to ignore them. Changing their atti-
tude toward the language/course and thinking positively also 

Figure 2. Semantic map of the data obtained from open-ended question 2.
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helped them alleviate demotivation. Particularly, thinking 
positively, not to care about the thoughts of others and feel-
ing more confident were the strategies suggested by students 
with low motivation. On the other hand, students with high 
motivation claimed that they cope with demotivating experi-
ences by doing practice, studying harder, and being goal-ori-
ented.

DISCUSSION
In this study, major factors that demotivate Turkish EFL 
university students during the process of language learning 
were examined. Also, strategies used by the students in or-
der to overcome these negative factors were investigated. 
A mixed-method research was carried out by the researchers 
as the nature of demotivation requires having a deeper in-
sight into its main sources and affective ways to overcome 
it. Four hundred sixty-nine EFL students from four different 
universities in Turkey participated in the study. A demotiva-
tion questionnaire (Sakai & Kikuchi, 2009) including two 
open-ended questions were administered to the participants. 
Also, interviews were held with some of the participants in 
order to gain a deeper understanding of the matter.

Data obtained from the demotivation questionnaire re-
vealed six sources of demotivation; teachers, characteris-
tics of classes, an experience of failure, class environment, 
class materials and lack of interest. Also, responses of the 
participants to the first open-ended question revealed five 
demotivating factors; classmates, teachers, physical condi-
tions of learning setting, personal issues and education sys-
tem. Further, interviews held with some of the participants 
indicated sources of demotivation as overcrowded/noisy 
classrooms (characteristics of classes), negative attitudes of 
the classmates, personal issues, teachers, test anxiety and 
education system. These results confirm the findings from 
previous studies on sources of demotivation; teacher-based 
factors (Bekleyen, 2011; Falout & Maruyama, 2004; Kim, 
2012; Kikuchi & Sakai, 2009; Kojima, 2004; Soureshjani & 
Riahipour, 2012; Tabatabaei & Molavi, 2012; Zhang, 2007), 
class characteristics (Arai, 2004; Cristophel & Gorham, 
1995; Soureshjani & Riahipour, 2012; Tsuchiya, 2006), situ-
ations of failure (Gorham & Millette, 1997; Tsuchiya, 2006), 
attitudes of classmates (Arai, 2004; Bekleyen, 2011; Falout & 
Maruyama, 2004), class materials (Sakai & Kikuchi, 2009), 
lack of interest/personal issues (Cristophel & Gorham, 1995; 
Meshkat & Hassani, 2012; Tsuchiya, 2006), test anxiety (Kim 
& Kim, 2015), and education system (Tabatabaei & Molavi, 
2012). Further, while male students indicated classmates and 
characteristics of classrooms as major demotivational fac-
tors, female students pointed out personal issues as the most 
demotivating factor. Also, the results of the present study 
showed that male students feel significantly more motivated 
than female students. This result coincides with some of the 
previous research (Aliakbari & Hemmatizad, 2015; Kaivan-
panah & Ghasemi, 2011; Meshkat & Hassani, 2012). Howev-
er, it contradicts with the results of a study carried out in the 
Turkish context by Acat and Demiral (2012). The researchers 
found that Turkish female students have a significantly higher 
level of motivation than male students.

Moreover, the results of this study revealed that there 
are differences between genders regarding the characteris-
tics of classes and experiences of failure as demotivational 
factors. Regarding both of the factors, female students were 
determined to have a higher level of demotivation than male 
students. Previous research on gender differences yielded 
different results (Aliakbari & Hemmatizad, 2015; Dörnyei, 
1998; Kaivanpanah & Ghasemi, 2011; Meshkat & Hassani, 
2012). For example, Kaivanpanah and Ghasemi (2011) found 
that female students had a significantly higher level of demo-
tivation than males in terms of two main factors ‘teacher’ 
and ‘experience of failure’. While the first factor opposes the 
findings of this study, the second factor supports the results 
of this study. In another study, Aliakbari and Hemmatizad 
(2015) determined that female students were significantly 
more demotivated than male students regarding four demoti-
vational factors: inadequate school and university facilities, 
test scores, lack of intrinsic motivation and learning contents 
and material. Results of another study conducted by Dörnyei 
(1998) revealed that female students had a higher level of 
demotivation than males regarding teacher-related factors. 
In their study, Meshkat and Hassani (2012) found that males 
had a higher level of demotivation than females in terms of 
the factors of ‘learning contents and materials’ and ‘teach-
ers’ competence and teaching styles’. The studies carried out 
on determining gender differences regarding demotivational 
factors yielded inconclusive results. That’s why; conduct-
ing more studies on this matter in various contexts might be 
helpful in achieving more clear results.

The data obtained from interviews and open-ended ques-
tions indicated that students try to cope with demotivating fac-
tors through mostly personal endeavor. In order to overcome 
demotivation or to re-motivate themselves, they primarily 
apply personal struggles such as self-studying, self-reliance 
or problem-solving. This result is similar to the findings of 
a study conducted by Falout (2012). Another strategy used 
by the participants is support-seeking from people who can 
help. Both teachers and peers can provide emotional support 
for those who feel stressed or demotivated (Aldwin, 1994). 
By talking about their motivational problems and by sharing 
their motivation strategies, peers might encourage each other 
(Ushioda, 2001). Likewise, by giving attributional feedback, 
teachers might guide learners to discover the main causes of 
their success and help them increase self-efficacy (Shunk, 
2008). Changing attitude/perspective towards learning a lan-
guage is another strategy used by the students to minimize 
demotivation. According to Aldwin (1994), the flexibility to 
alternate and adjust has a major role in adopting efficient cop-
ing strategies. That’s why adopting new or different perspec-
tives towards learning might help learners overcome barriers. 
Also, students use strategies of being goal oriented (either 
instrumental or integrative motives), ignoring humiliating or 
negative attitudes of teachers or classmates, and thinking pos-
itively to deal with demotivation they experience.

CONCLUSION
This study has some limitations that need to be addressed. 
First of all, the participants in the study were assumed to 



64 ALLS 10(2):56-65

have a similar level of proficiency. A test measuring their 
proficiency level could be applied prior to the study. Sec-
ond, as the researchers used purposive sampling method for 
the selection of the participants and as the participants were 
chosen among first and second year EFL students, they do 
not represent the whole population of Turkish EFL learners. 
Thus, the results of this study, describing a particular set of 
students that present a homogeneous picture, may only be 
generalized to other EFL learners in similar contexts. There-
fore, further research should include participants with differ-
ent proficiency levels and different contexts.

Under the light of the above limitations, this study 
reached the following four results based on the aim of this 
present research. Regarding the main demotivating factors 
affecting Turkish EFL university students’ English language 
learning process, first, in general, Turkish EFL students have 
a moderate level of motivation to learn a language. Second, 
male students have a higher level of motivation than female 
students. Third, major factors that demotivate students were 
determined as negative attitudes of the classmates, teach-
er-related factors, personal issues, class characteristics, test 
anxiety, failure experiences, and education system. Fourth, 
female students were determined to have a higher level of de-
motivation than male students regarding the factors of ‘char-
acteristics of classes’ and ‘experiences of failure’. Further, 
the ways they apply to cope with these negative experiences 
from their own perspectives are evaluated as: Students use 
strategies of self-studying, asking for assistance, changing 
perspective, thinking positively, ignoring what others think, 
and being goal oriented in order to cope with demotivating 
factors they experience.

Therefore, it is implied that language teachers might play 
a crucial role in identifying major sources of learner demo-
tivation and in guiding them to search out and develop ef-
fective strategies for overcoming these negative situations. 
Also, understanding sources of demotivation might ensure 
language teachers not being the primary cause of it.
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