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MOTIVATION AND CONSTRAINTS IN ENGLISH LANGUAGE LEARNING OF
ETHNIC MINORITY STUDENTS AT THAI NGUYEN UNIVERSITY OF SCIENCES
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ABSTRACT

Motivation plays an integral role in the success of learning a new language. However, in some
cases, despite having high motivation, learners still find it very challenging to master the language.
This is because they may face a lot of constraints in learning the language. This study attempts to
figure out the level of English learning motivation of ethnic minority university students as well as
the constraints that negatively influence their learning process. Data were collected from the
questionnaire with 65 ethnic minority students at Thai Nguyen University of Sciences. The
findings show that regardless of many disadvantages related to their living conditions and
language knowledge background, ethnic minority students are motivated in learning English.
Second, some of the biggest constraints in learning English were investigated, including students’
lack of English background knowledge, inappropriate learning strategies, inconfidence in using the
language and laziness. Based on the findings, some relevant implications are recommended for the
improvement of the teaching and learning environment at the university to create necessary
support for learners to develop their English language skills effectively.
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PONG LUC VA CAN TRO TRONG VIEC HQC TIENG ANH CUA SINH VIEN
DAN TQC THIEU SO O TRUONG PAI HQC KHOA HOQC - PAI HQC THAI NGUYEN

Nguyén Thi Thao
Truong Dai hoc Khoa hoc - PH Thdi Nguyén

TOM TAT

Pong lyc dong mot vai tro khong thé thiéu trong sy thanh cong cua viéc hoc mdt ngdn ngir méi.
Tuy nhién, trong mdt s6 trudng hop, mic du co dong luc cao, ngudi hoc van théy rat kho khan dé
lam chii ngon ngit. Diéu nay 1a do nguoi hoc co thé phai d6i mat véi rat nhiéu can trg trong viéc
hoc ngdn ngir. Nghién ctru nay c¢b gang tim ra mirc d6 dong luc hoc tiéng Anh cua sinh vién dai
hoc dan toc thiéu sb ciling nhu cac rdo can anh hudng tiéu cuc dén qua trinh hoc tap cta nhiing
sinh vién nay. Dir liéu duoc thu thép tir bang cau hoi v6i 65 sinh vién dan toc thléu s tai Truong
Dai hoc Khoa hoc, Dai hoc Thai Nguyén. Két qua khao sat cho thiy mic di c¢6 rat nhleu bét loi
lién quan dén diéu kién song va nén tang klen thirc ngon ngt, sinh vién déan toc thiéu s6 c6 dong
lyc trong viée hoc tleng Anh. Thir hai, mot 50 rao can lon nhét trong viéc hoc tiéng Anh dugc phat
hién, bao gdm su thiéu kién thirc nén tang tleng Anh, chién luoc hoc tap khong phu hop, su bat
tién trong viéc st dung ngdn ngir va sy luoi biéng ciia ban than sinh vién. Trén co sé cac két qua
nghién ciru, tic gia da dwa ra mot sb dé xudt cai thién cac hoat dong gidng day va méi truong hoc
tap tiéng Anh tai truong dai hoc, tao ra nhitng hd trg can thiét cho nguoi hoc co thé phat trién cac
k¥ nang ngdén ngir mot cach hiéu qua.
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1. Introduction
1.1. Research rationales

English is considered the most popular
language in the integration and globalization
process. Especially, English has become the
lingua franca in many important fields such as
business, politics, sciences, technology, and
entertainment. In recent decades, more and
more foreign companies and organizations
have invested in Vietnam, making the
demand for English use that has increased and
creating better job opportunities for students
who are good at this language.

In Vietnam, English has been introduced in
the national education system as a foreign
language since the 1990s. However, the
progress of teaching and learning English is
different among rural and urban areas, low
land and mountainous areas; thus, the abilities
to use English language are unequal among
regions. In fact, ethnic minority groups living
in the rural mountainous areas have fewer
opportunities and conditions to practice and
use modern equipment in studying English in
comparison with students in the urban and
lowland areas. Therefore, teaching English to
this group of students has never been an ease
to English lecturers.

Thai Nguyen University of Sciences (TNUS),
located in midland and mountainous regions
in northern Vietnam, has over 65% of
students coming from more than 10 minority
ethnic groups. Almost all of these students
have their own ethnic languages, so English
could be their third language (besides
Vietnamese and their mother ethnic tongue).
Thus, ethnic minority students at TNUS have
more disadvantages in English study causing
limitations in job opportunities after
graduation. Promoting motivations and
reducing constraints in English learning are
necessary contributions to improve the ability
of using the language of minority ethnic
students at the university. This research
investigated motivations and constraints of
ethnic minority students and their expectation

in learning English at the TNUS with the aim
of assessing English learning motivations and
constraints to deliver relevant suggestions of
English learning improvement.

1.2. Literature review
1.2.1. Definition of motivation

Motivation is the most important factor in
second language acquisition and s
understood in various ways in the field of
language learning.  Chilingaryan  and
Gorbatenko defined motivation as a thing that
can increase students’ determination and
interest in language learning. They also
explained that motivation is “a desire to
achieve a goal, combined with the energy to
work towards that goal” [1]. Alizadeh [2]
thought that motivation was ‘a key factor for
explaining the success or failure of any
difficult activity’. She also showed that in
learning English as a foreign language,
motivation provided learners with an aim and

direction to follow [2]. According to
Lightbown and Spada [3], motivation in
second language learning included two

factors: learner’s communicative needs and
their attitudes towards the second language
community. Besides, motivation is the
combination of attempt plus desire to obtain
the aim of learning the language plus
favorable attitudes toward learning the
language [2], [4]. Sharing the same idea,
Ellliot and Covington considered motivation
as the reasons for people's actions, desires,
and needs [5]. Thus, it is obvious that
motivation is crucial in the process of English
language learning. Without it, learners would
not be able to master a language despite a
variety of teaching methods applied by
teachers or the amount of investment paid by
their parents.

1.2.2. Types of motivation

Motivation can be classified into various
categories as follows: (1) short-term goal (a

wish of succeeding in doing something in the
near future like passing their examination or
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getting high scores) and long-term goal (a
desire of getting a better job in the future or to
be able to communicate with the native
speakers of the language) [6]; (2) intrinsic
motivation (engaging in an activity being
enjoyable to do) and extrinsic motivation (the
actions that are performed to get some
instrumental aims) [7], or (3) integrative
(language learning for personal growth and
cultural  enrichment) and instrumental
(language learning for functional and external
reasons) [7], [8].

Integrative motivation is defined as the desire
to be a part of recognized or important
members of the community or the society that
speaks the second language. It refers to the
interest in learning the second language
because of their need to learn about, associate
or socialize with the people who use it or
because of purpose or intention to participate
in or integrate into the community using that
language; but sometimes it involves emotion
or affective factors as well [9].

Instrumental motivation mainly focuses on
purely practical value in learning the second
language in order to increase learners’ careers
or business opportunities, give them more
prestige and power, access scientific and
technical information, or just pass a course of
their study [9].

1.2.3. Constraints in learning English

Constraints in learning can be understood as
something that limits or controls what
learners can do. Sometimes, it is thought as
something that limits the freedom to do what
people want. A research of Edwards in 2014
showed that during the second language
learning, learners’ acquisition is shaped by
both language-internal and language-external
constraints [10]. Language-internal constraints
refer to both negative and positive roles of the
previous language. Language-external
constraints are factors beyond linguistic
influences which are often called “social
factors”. The social factors include
opportunities, learning environment,

willingness, and ability of the learners to
acquire and use the second language [10], [11].

Because the object of this study is university
students, we analyzed the motivation based
on integrative and instrumental classification
and social constraints in English learning as
foreign language at TNUS. The constraints
were approached based on aspects from
learners such as background English
knowledge and skills; learning strategies and
from outsiders such as the learning
environment and  facilities;  teaching
methodology. The following sections of this
article will describe methodology of data
collection and analysis. After that, in the
research results, the researchers focused on
assessment and discussion of motivations and
constraints in English language learning, from
those some suggestions are proposed to
improve the English learning of ethnic
minority students at TNUS.

2. Methodology

The research uses the descriptive method to
find out students’ motivations for learning
English and constraints in their learning. The
indicators of motivation and constraints were
selected based on literature review and the
real context at the TNUS. The data were
collected by a questionnaire.  The
guestionnaire was designed with 3 parts
including (1) background information of
respondents with 11 questions; (2) motivations
of English language learning with 13
indicators; (3) constraints of English language
learning with 13 indicators. Background
information of respondents supports the
descriptive analysis of impact factors in
English  study (both  motivation and
constraints). The Likert scale was used to
assess 5 levels of motivations and constraints
in English study from totally disagreeing to
totally agreeing with each suggested indicator.

An online survey was delivered randomly to
100 ethnic minority students at TNUS in
April 2020. The researchers received the
feedback of 65 ethnic minority students at

117



Nguyen Thi Thao

TNU Journal of Science and Technology

225(12): 115 - 122

TNUS who are studying in different faculties
from the 1st to 4th year. The data were coded
and analyzed on excel software. The results
were described statistically using percentage
and frequency. The interviewees’ assessment
of motivations and constraints were calculated
into mean values with the aim of comparing
the assessment level among indicators.

3. Results and discussion
3.1. Respondents’ information

The survey was delivered to 65 students of
different faculties at TNUS, in which 64.6%
are male and 35.6% are female. Their ages
range from 18 to 25, the common ages of
university students in Vietnam. Nearly a half
of respondents (46.2%) are 1st-academic-year
students. The number of students studying in
the first, second and fourth academic year are
16.9%, 6.2%, and 30.8% respectively.

Most students come from rural and remote
mountainous areas (43.1% and 47.7%
respectively), and only 9.2% of students live
in urban areas. Particularly, these 65 students
come from 12 different minor ethnic groups
(Figure 1), in which Tay and H’mong ethnic
groups occupied for more than half of
respondents, followed by Dao and Nung
ethnic groups with 12 % and 11 %
respectively while 12% of remaining
respondents are other ethnic minority groups
namely Thai, Muong, Ha Nhi, Giay, La Ha,
Cao Lan, San Diu, San Chi and La Hu.
Regarding family socio-economic
background of the respondents, the data
revealed that most of the students came from
farming families, taking up to 86.2%.
Significantly, more than a half of families

(53.8%) earned less than 3 million VND per
month (Table 1).

In terms of pre-college English level of
students, nearly a half of students (49.2%)
confirmed that they had learnt English for
more than 7 years and 43.1% spent 4 to 7
years learning English before university.
However, more than 60% of respondents got
low and very low scores (below 5 points) at
the national high school graduation
examination. The rate of respondents had
good and very good marks (from 6.5 to 10
points) in that exams occupied less than 10%
(Table 2).

- 12%

H'mong
23%

Figure 1. Ethnicity distribution of respondents

Table 1. Family's socio-economic background
of respondents

Parents’ occupations %
Farmers 86.2
Governmental officers 10.7
Businessmen 3.1
Family’s income

Less than 3 million VND 53.8
Between 3-5 million VND 21.5
Between 5-7 million VND 154
Over 7 million VND 9.3

Table 2. Pre-university English level of respondents

No. of years spending

English score at the national high school graduation exam

learning English Points Grade Percentage
1-3 years 7.7% 8.0-10.0 Very good 1.5
4-7 years 43.1% 6.5-75 Good 6.2
> 7 years 49.2 % 5.0-6.5 Fair 29.2
35-45 Low 40.0
<35 Very low 23.1
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Table 3. Motivation assessment of students in learning English

Ncl:g::\slﬁ, tLIJC():r:Sal I want to learn English because ... 1 ASSZe Ssmen; scales 4(%) 5 Mean
English helps me find a good job 45 0.0 15 510 430 4.28
| want to enhance my academic result 31 31 108 615 215 3.92
Instrumental English is necessary to travel abroad 15 77 154 523 231 3.86
motivation  It's necessary to my higher education 46 6.2 154 538 200 3.75
it's a compulsory subject at the university 9.2 10.8 20.0 44.6 154  3.40
| want to study abroad 46 123 338 385 108 3.38
I want to be an open, conf_ldent and social 30 15 107 523 323 409
person like English speaking people.
| want to communicate with foreigners. 31 31 77 569 292 4.06
I want to introduce Vietnamese cultures to 31 31 154 492 292 3.97
foreigners.
| want to investigate about the lives and
Integrative  cultures of Engli%h-speaking people. 15 00 215 600 170 388
motivation | want to participate in academic, social

and professional activities among people 31 31 200 508 230 3.8

from different countries

I want to read books, watch movies and

listen to music in English

31 45 154 600 200 3.86

I want my friends and other people
respect me.

77 108 292 431 92 3.35

Note: 5 = strongly agree; 4 = agree; 3 = neutral; 2 = disagree; 1= strongly disagree

3.2. Motivations in learning English

The motivations in learning English include 6
instrumental and 7 integrative motivation
indicators (Table 3).

In term of instrumental motivations, the most
motivation of English studying is it helps
them find a good job (43% of participants
strongly agreed, 51% agreed), which followed
by the reason of having a good academic
result with 83% agreements in total. Abroad
travelling and learning English for higher
education stand the third and fourth positions
in instrumental motivation in learning English
of ethnic students at TNUS when over 70% of
respondents agreed with two these
motivations. The compulsory subject at the
university and studying abroad are at the
lower motivation levels in this group. It is the
fact that English language is compulsory in
all bachelor programs at TNUS with 13/135
credits. Thus, getting good marks in English
modules will contribute to the overall
academic results of each students. Moreover,

using English  fluently  will  widen
opportunities to apply for good jobs and
positions, especially in the modernization and
globalization process nowadays.

In the group of integrative motivations,
students were highly motivated on all the
mentioned. Most students claimed that they
wanted to learn English to be an open,
confident and social person like English
speaking people (32.3% strongly agreed and
52.3% agreed) or to be able to communicate
with foreigners (29.2% strongly agreed and
56.9% agreed). Besides, many of them also
agreed that they learned English because they
wanted to investigate about the lives and
cultures of English speaking people (17%
strongly agreed and 60% agreed), introduce
Vietnamese cultures to foreigners (29%
strongly agreed and 49% agreed), participate
in academic, social and professional activities
among people from different countries (22%
strongly agreed and 51% agreed), and read
books and watch movies and listen to music
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in English (20% strongly agreed and 57%
agreed). Having respect from other people
was also highly admitted to be the motivation
of learning English by 52% of respondents.

Overall, the respondents possessed all of
these motivations; however, the level of
motivation is not highly assessed with the
evidence that mean values ranged from 3.35
to 4.28, in which integrative motivation was
stronger than the instrumental one.

3.3. Constraints in learning English

Constraint assessment results of the ethnic
minority students in learning English were
illustrated in Table 4. Constraints originated
from learners are coded from C1 to C7 in the
table. C8 to C14 are constraints originated
from outsiders (could be from teachers,
university’s  facilities or communicative
environment).

In a group of constraints from learners
themselves (C1 to C7), the survey data
showed that inappropriate learning strategies
were the biggest constraints of students when
about 23% of the students strongly agreed and
66.2% agreed that they did not have a proper

learning  strategies. ~With  regard to
background knowledge, many students
admitted that their poor background

knowledge and skills such as vocabulary,
grammar and pronunciation were the
constraints in learning English. For example,
over 80% of the respondents agreed that their
limitations of vocabulary and grammar
negatively affected their learning English
while only nearly 7% of respondents
disagreed with these points. Although the
number of students agreeing that their poor
pronunciation was a constraint was lower than
the number of students who considered their
poor vocabulary and grammar as their
constraints, the proportion still accounted
over 60%. These statistic data matched with
their feedback of their worst skills in English
learning. The low pre-university English level
(showed in Table 2) is one of reasons for
constraints  relating to poor English
knowledge and skills of these interviewed
students. Poor English knowledge made
students feel unconfident and this became a
main constraint (C5) in their language study.

Table 4. Constraint assessment of students in learning English

Assessment scale (%)

Code Constraints 1 ) 3 4 5 Mean
C1 My learning strategies/methods are not appropriate. 15 46 46 662 231 4.05
Cc2 My vocabulary is poor. 46 31 92 615 215 392
C3 My grammar is poor. 00 46 123 723 108 3.89
C4 I am too lazy to learn English. 00 62 169 40 154 3.86
C5 I am not confident enough to use the language in

communication.

46 92 7.7 600 154 3.72

C6 My pronunciation is poor. 31 46 231 600 15 3.68
c7 I am not interested in learning English. 76 385 385 123 31 265
C8 I don't have the language environment to practice

the language.
C9 My financial resources are insufficient.

C10  The teaching hours for English are inadequate.

Cl1 The class is crowded.
C12  The English textbooks are not interesting.

C13  Teaching methods at the university are boring.

31 92 292 415 169 3.60

31 185 261 354 169 345
31 231 415 246 77 311
92 231 354 231 92 3.00
31 338 415 185 31 285
46 323 415 169 46 285

Note: 5 = strongly agree; 4 = agree; 3 = neutral; 2 = disagree; 1= strongly disagree
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English  learning interest had lowest
agreement level of students in all of suggested
constraints in the survey with mean value
under 3. It means that interest is not their
constraint in English learning. Although the
group of self-learner constraints was assessed
at a higher level than the outsider's constraint
group, nearly 70% of students confirmed that
one of constraints in learning English was
their laziness.

In a group of constraints originated outsiders
(C8 to C13), lack of practical English
environment received more agreement from
two third of interviewees. This constraint is
partly related to geography, position and
socio-economic conditions of Thai Nguyen
province where TNUS is located. Although
Thai Nguyen borders Hanoi capital, there are
not many English-speaking foreigners
working and visiting there. Additionally,
TNUS has not got any international education
program in the English language; thus,
students lack chances to communicate
directly with foreigners as students in some
big and tourism provinces in Vietnam.
Moreover, most of respondents come from
rural and mountainous areas where there is a
lack of the supportive environment for
English practice.

More than 50% of interviewed students
claimed that they had insufficient financial
resources to take English courses in foreign
language centers or buy laptops, books and
materials which support for English learning
outside the university (C9). This can be
understood because up to 87% of these
students come from farming families and
more than a half of their families have income
below 3 million VND. Unal and Ilhan (2017)
illustrated in their research that little contact
with foreign language speakers and lack of
support outside class were constraints in
English learning in Turkey [11].

Factors on sides of the university such as
inadequate teaching hours (C10) and crowded

class (C11) were considered constraints in
learning English but the assessment stood at
low level with one third of interviewees’
agreement of each factor. Boring textbooks
and teaching methods received the lowest
agreements in all of these constraint groups.
However, less than 40% of the students
agreed and totally agreed that these were not
their constraints. In fact, in Vietnam not only
students but English teachers also face similar
constraints [12].

3.4. Proposal solutions to improve English
learning at the university

The survey results showed that ethnic
minority students were motivated to study the
English language, but they lacked suitable
learning conditions, methods and strategies.
Thus, they need the encouragement and
support of suitable learning strategies to
improve their English language from English
teachers,  university  administrators  or
classmates. To promote English learning
quality in the university, the researchers
propose some suggestions for university
administrators and English teachers.

Students should take an exam to classify them
at the first semester. The students having
worse results should be provided an extra
English course which aims to provide this
group of students with very basic English
knowledge and skills.

Students have a strong desire to learn English,
but they do not know how to start or to make
strides in learning. Thus, together with
teaching, English lecturers should give more
discussion on how to learn English effectively
and provide popular English learning
websites, which may be integral to the
students’ success in learning the language.

The university should provide a learning
environment such as well-equipped language
laboratories, English club and opportunities
for students to go abroad so that students have
opportunities to practice and use English. The
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English club creates a real and relaxing
language environment for students so that
they can communicate in English without any
fear. Moreover, during club meetings, better
English speakers could support worse ones.
Internship and exchange student programs in
the foreign partnership universities are also
good opportunities and motivations for
students in language learning.

Finally, related to teaching methods, teachers
should be flexible in applying different
teaching techniques that suit the students'
needs. They should utilize various
communicative activities and audio-visual
materials in the classroom when teaching
students with different backgrounds and
levels of English like this target student
group. Pair work and group work activities
should be more frequently organized to create
and increase a relaxing learning environment.

4. Conclusion

The ethnic minority students at TNUS had
quite strong desire in learning English.
Among types of motivation, their integrative
motivation was higher appreciated than
instrumental one. Finding a good job,
changing themselves and communicating with
foreigners are three motivations receiving the
most agreements of this target student group.
However, they have a lot of constraints in
learning English as a foreign language,
especially constraints on the side of learners.
These constraints are related their personal
and family background because most of them
comes from low-income farming families in
rural and mountainous areas. They also have a
low English background level before
university studying. Although the constraints
come from outsiders received lower
evaluation by respondents, it is still necessary
and useful for researchers to recommend
university administrators and English teachers
to enhance the quality of English language
learning at the university.
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