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Enhancing L2 Motivation and English Proficiency through Technology

Flordelis González Mujico & David Lasagabaster1

Abstract. Balancing and mastering the linguistic and academic demands of English teaching in higher 
education can become a difficult hurdle to surpass. Since curricula that integrates technology appears to 
provide an array of opportunities that promote engagement and language skills, it is worth examining 
how and whether L2 motivation, self-regulation and learning can be heightened through digital 
technologies. This paper describes a 6-week intervention programme conducted on 205 international 
students enrolled on an English for Academic Purposes course at a British university. Based on L2 
imagery techniques and ePortfolios, the intervention proved to be of benefit to learner engagement and 
language acquisition. 
Keywords: electronic portfolios, English for academic purposes, L2 motivation, self-regulation.

[es] El fomento de la motivación y del aprendizaje del inglés mediante la 
tecnología

Resumen. Las exigencias lingüísticas y académicas de la enseñanza del inglés en la educación 
superior pueden convertirse en un obstáculo difícil de superar. Dado que el currículo que integra 
la tecnología parece proporcionar una serie de oportunidades que promueven el compromiso y las 
habilidades lingüísticas, es preciso examinar si la motivación, la autorregulación y el aprendizaje de 
una L2 se pueden aumentar a través de las tecnologías digitales. Este artículo describe una intervención 
de 6 semanas realizada en la que participaron 205 estudiantes de inglés para fines específicos de 
una universidad británica. Empleando técnicas de visualización de la L2 y portafolios digitales, la 
intervención demostró ser beneficiosa para la participación estudiantil y la adquisición del inglés.
Palabras clave: Autorregulación, Inglés para fines específicos, Motivación, Portafolios digitales.
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1.  Introduction

English for Academic Purposes (EAP) instruction aims to provide students with the 
linguistic and academic practices involved in studying through the medium of Eng-
lish. Most higher education institutions in the UK offer EAP courses to current and 
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prospective students who study or want to undertake undergraduate or postgraduate 
study in their institution, but do not have the language level requirement of English. 
EAP provides a fertile context in which to examine the influence of L2 motiva-
tion and self-regulation as the academic workload can be both complex and inten-
sive. Consequently, students struggle to maintain focus and momentum as learning 
thresholds are challenged both linguistically and academically. 

Motivation has consistently been shown to be a major factor in explaining learner 
success in L2 acquisition (Dörnyei 2009). It is widely recognised as a significant 
variable in human learning that affects goals and directions pursued, levels of ef-
fort invested, depth of engagement, and degree of persistence in learning (Ushioda 
2014). An association is generally assumed in the literature between the concepts of 
motivation and self-regulation, the most recent being the L2 Motivational Self Sys-
tem (L2MSS) proposed by Dörnyei (2009) and centred on possible selves. Markus 
and Nurius (1986) propose one of the most powerful mechanisms to describe how 
the self regulates behaviour by setting goals and expectations through their concept 
of ‘possible selves’, which they define as the ideal selves that we would very much 
like to become, the selves we could become and the selves we are afraid of becoming 
(Markus and Nurius 1986: 954). Through the selection and construction of possi-
ble selves, individuals can be viewed as active producers of their own development 
and conceptualisation of their as-yet unrealised potential, drawing upon their hopes, 
wishes and dreams. In this sense, possible selves function as future self-guides that 
shed light on how individuals are moved from the present towards the future, form-
ing an explicit link between the current self-system and self-regulated behaviour 
(Dörnyei and Ushioda 2009). 

For these future self-guides to be effective, they need to come as part of a package 
that comprises an imagery component and a repertoire of appropriate plans, scripts 
and self-regulatory strategies (Dörnyei 2009: 21). The use of portfolios has been 
broadly discussed and praised in relation to identity construal, self-assessment and 
goal attainment in education (Barrett 2009), all of which support the aims of future 
self-guides. Established as a field of research within the wider field of portfolio re-
search is the electronic portfolio or ePortfolio. A system that may serve to deepen 
students’ learning experiences by scaffolding essential metacognitive skills such as 
goal setting, identifying strategies, and reflecting on one’s learning (Abrami Ven-
katesh Meyer and Wade 2013) in a manner that parallels their digital understanding 
of the universe. It is on this premise that studies (e.g., Attwell 2007; Barrett 2009; 
Meyer et al. 2010) recommend that ePortfolios be used as personal learning envi-
ronments or to represent one’s digital identity of the 21st century, which would also 
extend to the construction of L2 possible selves.

To test this assumption, this paper presents a mixed-methods investigation on the 
influence of ePortfolios and L2 possible selves in a higher education EAP context 
through a learner-centred intervention programme. The focus of this study will be on 
the impact of an ePortfolio intervention in relation to the sustainability of L2 moti-
vation, self-regulation and L2 learning based on the digital construction of possible 
selves. After a brief literature review, the research questions, analytical framework 
and methodology of the study are presented. This is followed by the analyses of 
quantitative and qualitative data, wherein the results will be linked to patterns high-
lighted in the literature review. A conclusion of the study’s findings is presented at 
the end along with the limitations of the research design employed. 
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2.  Literature review

Although there are good theoretical reasons to suppose that self-regulated and mo-
tivated learners are better language learners, further empirical evidence is needed 
to corroborate experience-based intuitions and under what circumstances these dis-
positions heighten L2 development. For over five decades, motivation has been a 
major research topic within L2 acquisition, stemming from a need to uncover the 
conditions that facilitate the learning of a new language. One of the most recent 
approaches to broaden the L2 motivation construct is the L2MSS (Dörnyei 2009). 
Based on the concepts of ‘possible selves’ from social psychology (Markus and Nu-
rius 1986) and ‘self-discrepancy theory’ (Higgins 1987), the L2MSS (Dörnyei 2009) 
comprises the L2 language experience and two aspects of the learner’s self-concept: 
the Ideal L2 self (a representation of the L2 attributes a learner wishes to possess if 
able to master the L2), and the ought-to L2 self (a representation of the attributes a 
learner believes they should or ought to possess, generally connoting a sense of duty, 
obligations, or responsibilities). Discrepancy between these selves and the actual self 
initiates motivation and self-regulatory strategies in an attempt to reduce this chasm 
(Higgins 1987). Within future self-guides, the Ideal L2 self is ascribed a promotional 
focus based on the learner’s hopes, while ought self-guides are assigned a preventive 
focus that regulates the absence or presence of negative outcomes. 

To translate the motivational and self-regulatory potential of future self-guides 
into action, certain conditions must be met (Oyserman Bybee and Terry 2006). First, 
the learner needs to have a roadmap of tasks and strategies to follow in order to 
approximate an L2 possible self. Second, the secret of a successful learner is their 
possession of a superordinate vision that keeps them on track and grounded (Dörnyei 
2009). Future self-guides are attained and sustained only when anchored in a sense 
of realistic expectation, referred to as plausibility. To achieve these outcomes, suc-
cessful applications of imagery techniques have been reported in various educational 
contexts. Several studies have corroborated how these strategies can enhance learn-
ers’ future identities and their academic learning motivation (e.g., Oyserman et al. 
2006; Sheldon and Lyubomirsky 2006).

In an L2 educational context, there have been various successful intervention 
studies integrating mental imagery to L2 learning contexts through various tech-
niques such as mental simulations, guided and scripted imagery. In comparing the 
effects of imagery and verbal processing, these studies have revealed that imagery 
can greatly influence learners’ affect, as imagery not only influences human emotion 
but also cognition, and that learners’ Ideal L2 selves are positively associated with 
both visual and auditory components of imagery (Dörnyei and Chan 2013; Kim and 
Kim 2011). Overall, the results (e.g., Magid 2014; Murray 2013) suggest that image-
ry plays a key role in the development of L2 future self-guides, and that learners with 
a vivid L2 self-image, in which imagery is an integral component, are more likely to 
be motivated and to take actions in language learning. 

Asian students have been the primary focus in a number of possible selves inter-
vention studies employing imagery techniques, as is the case in this study. Magid 
(2014) was the first to successfully apply the L2MSS using scripted imagery at a 
British university in China. The results of his intervention reported that learners 
wanted to devote more time and effort to learning English, while they developed 
positive communication skills, active listening, and their vocabulary expanded. Sub-
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sequent studies (e.g., Dörnyei and Chan 2013; Sampson 2012) corroborated these 
significant associations between learners’ future self-guides and intended effort 
and actual grades among Asian learners. Despite studying under two different pro-
gramme conditions, in two different locations, England and Hong Kong, Magid and 
Chan (2012) also found that both intervention programmes increased motivation 
and linguistic self-confidence among Chinese learners of English by strengthening 
their vision of their Ideal L2 self and making their goals clearer and more specific. 
However, the question remains as to whether these benefits can be enhanced in an 
L2 educational context through digital technologies, as the use of ePortfolios is on 
the increase, but there are still few research studies on their impact on the learning 
of English as an L2.

Electronic portfolios are digital tools that differ from general portfolios in that 
they build on the evidence of what is already known about effective portfolio peda-
gogy. They can be used as a learning tool that organises content through a selection of 
digital containers that can store visual and auditory content, including text, images, 
video, and sound, while their design supports a variety of pedagogical processes and 
assessment purposes (Barrett 2009). Applying this type of multimodal environment 
to L2 possible selves would appeal to a larger number of students given its ability to 
project a number of learning styles, i.e. visual learners who respond to images and 
graphics, auditory learners who prefer verbal presentations, and kinaesthetic learners 
who prefer a physical, hands-on approach. Although attempts to theorise and classify 
these learning styles remain a moot point, what does appear likely is that learners 
have certain preferences for different pedagogic approaches in varying contexts. In 
this sense, Attwell (2007) argues that despite the partiality of educational software to 
either heighten or restrain certain learning approaches, dependent on the design and 
process of use, an ePortfolio can allow learners to configure and develop a learning 
environment to suit and enable their own style of learning based on a variety of 
styles, i.e. visual, auditory and kinaesthetic. By the same token, learners would be 
able to reflect continually upon their academic objectives and progress through a 
familiar context that mirrors their everyday employment of digital technologies and 
visual content, which might enhance the overall impact and visualisation of future 
self-guides. 

To date, studies (e.g., Cheng 2008) have been conducted on the challenges of 
ePortfolio curriculum implementation in English language teaching, while others 
(e.g., Abrami et al. 2013; Meyer et al. 2010) have examined ePortfolio implementa-
tion in relation to self-regulation and overall academic achievement. These studies 
reported that students enjoyed using the software, especially the personalisation that 
allowed learners to take ownership, while the degree of implementation had a posi-
tive impact on self-regulation, literacy achievement, and approaches to teaching and 
integrating technologies in the classroom. Although these findings render convincing 
evidence that ePortfolios can have a meaningful impact on learning when wisely and 
well implemented in the classroom, they do not provide empirical evidence of their 
benefits in an L2 educational context. For this reason, it is worth examining whether 
integrating a theoretical framework of L2 possible selves based on imagery tech-
niques within a curricular ePortfolio would enhance L2 motivation, self-regulation 
and learning outcomes in the L2 classroom. In doing so, this study can expand on the 
unilateral account offered to date in these studies, providing a panoptic survey of L2 
possible selves, imagery techniques and ePortfolios in an L2 setting. 
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This brief review of the literature presents the theoretical background and reason-
ing that underpin the application of L2 possible selves based on imagery techniques 
through ePortfolios. Inasmuch as visualisation techniques have proved beneficial to 
L2 motivation, self-regulation and learning outcomes, further clarity is required on 
whether these outcomes can be enhanced through digital technologies. To explore 
this exact point will be the aim of this study.

3.  Research question

Extant research underscores the prominent role of applying imagery techniques to 
possible selves in order to enhance L2 motivation, self-regulation and acquisition. 
In the current era of living in a highly technologized world, it is worthwhile exam-
ining whether these effects can be enhanced through the application of electronic 
portfolios. With this in mind, this study entertained the following research question: 
can L2 possible selves based on imagery strategies and constructed through ePort-
folios increase L2 motivation, self-regulation and language outcomes among EAP 
learners?

4.  Methodology

In order to test the effects of L2 possible selves, imagery strategies and ePortfolios, 
this study used a mixed-methods design employing questionnaires and focus group 
interviews. Significant statistical trends were identified in the quantitative data first, 
the possible causes of which were pursued through interviews with a smaller num-
ber of participants to provide a broader picture of the issues under investigation 
(Dörnyei and Ushioda 2011: 62). 

4.1.  Sample

A sample of 205 undergraduate students who enrolled in an EAP course at a 
British university agreed to participate in this study. The majority of participants 
were aged between 20 and 25 (93%) and were of Chinese nationality (97%), 
with an average IELTS level 5 across the board in all skills (reading, writing, 
listening and speaking). Nine out of ten participants (91%) did not speak an ad-
ditional L2 to their L1 aside from English. In order to increase the validity of the 
experiment, a control group was included. The sample of students was divided 
as follows: 120 experimental students (58%) and 85 control participants (42%). 
Groups were fairly homogeneous in regard to age, gender, nationality and L2 
background (table 1). Students were randomly assigned to either an experimental 
group, made up of ten classes and ten teachers, or to a control group, composed 
of seven groups and seven teachers. All 17 teachers had previous experience 
teaching English as an L2, with the majority of them having taught English for 
over five years. Most teachers (80%) had previous experience imparting EAP 
courses in higher education.
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Table 1.  Student sample gender, age, nationality and L2 background.

Experimental Control Entire Sample

N % N % N %

Gender Male 44 37% 33 39% 77 38%

Female 76 63% 52 61% 128 62%

Age Under 20 5 4% 6 7% 11 5%

Between 20 and 25 114 95% 77 91% 191 93%

From 26 to 30 0 0% 1 1% 1 1%

Over 30 1 1% 1 1% 2 1%

Nationality Chinese 117 98% 82 97% 199 97%

Asian other 3 2% 3 3% 6 3%

L2s No additional L2 109 91% 77 91% 186 91%

Additional L2 11 9% 8 9% 19 9%

Mean SD Mean SD Mean SD

IELTS level Reading 5.27 0.62 5.24 0.59 5.26 0.61

Listening 5.17 0.57 5.20 0.59 5.18 0.57

Writing 5.07 0.48 5.09 0.50 5.08 0.49

Speaking 5.07 0.49 5.07 0.56 5.07 0.52

4.2.  Instruments

The quantitative part of the study was based on data collected through a question-
naire that measured learner motivation and self-regulation, while L2 acquisition 
gains were measured through EAP summative course assessments. Participants 
filled out the motivation questionnaire, which consisted of three parts and 51 items. 
Participants had to answer closed questions with 6-point Likert scales, ranging from 
1 (strongly agree) to 6 (strongly disagree). Parts 1 and 2 comprised 51 items that 
assessed motivation and self-regulation. Learner motivation was assessed using the 
L2MSS scale and additional items taken from scales validated in previous studies 
(Abrami et al. 2013; Asker 2012; Dafei 2007; Dörnyei and Chan 2013; Hung 2015; 
Iwaniec 2014; Taguchi Magid and Papi 2009; Teng and Zhang 2016; Waller and 
Papi 2017; You and Dörnyei 2016). In total, 40 items measured a total of eight mo-
tivational traits: criterion measures (e.g., “I am prepared to invest a lot of time on 
improving my English”), Ideal L2 self (e.g., “when I think of my future career, I can 
imagine myself using English”), ought-to self (e.g., “my parents believe that I must 
study English to be an educated person”), instrumentality promotion (e.g., “I will be 
able to make a lot of money with a high level of English proficiency”), instrumental-
ity prevention (e.g., “I have to study English; otherwise, I cannot be successful in my 
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future career”), attitudes towards learning English (e.g., “I enjoy learning English”), 
feared self (e.g., “it will have a negative impact on my life if I do not improve my 
English”), and English self-concept (e.g., “I am always able to get my ideas across 
when I write in English”). The internal consistency of these eight subscales reported 
Cronbach Alpha values that varied between .534 and .822 from pre-test to post-test 
scores, respectively (table 2).

Self-regulation was examined through 11 items (e.g., “I remember the mistakes 
my teacher points out to me, and I try not to make them again”, “I set my own learn-
ing goals, I decide what to learn”, “I evaluate my own work, I look at my work to see 
if it is good or needs improvement”), taken from scales validated in prior self-regu-
lated learning studies (e.g., Iwaniec 2014). The internal consistency of this subscale 
reported Cronbach Alpha values that varied between .822 and .886 from pre-test to 
post-test scores, respectively (table 2). Students answered background questions, in-
cluding age, nationality and age onset of English learning in the final section (Part 3).

Table 2.  Internal reliability consistency of the quantitative questionnaire scale items.

Cronbach Alpha α pre Cronbach Alpha α post 

Criterion measures .615 .764

Ideal L2 self .556 .737

Ought-to self .610 .688

Instrumentality Promotion .645 .733

Instrumentality Prevention .627 .693

Attitudes towards learning English .662 .837

The Feared self .534 .581

English self-concept .759 .692

Self-regulation .822 .886

All summative EAP course assessments were included as evaluative tools to ascer-
tain the impact of the intervention on L2 learning outcomes. In total, students were 
evaluated on 16 tasks submitted during the 6-week course that assessed all EAP 
modules: a reading and writing module that comprised seven summative assign-
ments (four reading tasks and three writing tasks), a listening and speaking module 
that contained eight summative assignments (four listening and four speaking tasks), 
and a research module that consisted of one summative learner-centred research 
project assignment. Summative assessments were evaluated in accordance with the 
official EAP marking criteria established by the university. Tasks were marked by 
the teacher assigned to a group and moderated by the EAP course director and/or 
manager before a final grade was awarded.

To test L2 possible selves, imagery techniques and ePortfolios within an L2 ed-
ucational context, the intervention was integrated within the EAP research module, 
wherein students had to submit an Introduction, Methods, Results and Discussion (IM-
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RaD) learner-centred research project assignment, which aimed to compliment and 
consolidate the reading, writing, listening and speaking modules. The IMRaD project 
coursebook consisted of six units (one unit per week). To allow for control trials, two 
versions of the IMRaD project coursebook were designed (see Appendix): a version 
that integrated the intervention components into the IMRaD course syllabus for the 
experimental group, and an additional version that excluded these intervention compo-
nents for the control group. Both control and experimental participants had the same 
final EAP course objective. Experimental participants were also required to upload 
each completed component to an ePortfolio, over which they had complete ownership.

The intervention comprised 11 components taken from three dimensions includ-
ed in Hadfield and Dörnyei’s (2013) imagery techniques for L2 possible selves. In 
brief, when applied to future self-guides (table 3 and Appendix), the first dimension 
on “imaging identity” served as a brief induction to raise learner awareness on per-
formance forethought and to substantiate L2 vision concerning the present L2 self 
and desired future L2 self. This dimension included three components: “creating the 
vision” (component C1), “counterbalancing the vision” (C2), and “enhancing the 
vision” (C4). The second dimension on “mapping the journey” followed on from the 
work in the induction, establishing short-term and long-term goals, breaking these 
down into a series of tasks, organising them into a sustainable study plan, making 
learning contracts and affirming progress. This dimension comprised two compo-
nents: “personal goal statements, goal breakdown and study plan” (C3) and “from 
plans to strategies” (C6). The third and last dimension on “keeping the vision alive” 
was designed to be used in parallel with the goal-setting activities in “mapping the 
journey”, to appeal to the affective as well as the cognitive side, keeping the learner 
in touch with the initial vision. There were two strands and six components to this 
dimension: “developing Identity” (C5 and C7), where the aim was to keep in touch 
with the vision, to develop it in more detail, and make sure it was not lost in the day-
to-day business, and “making it real” (C8, C9, C10 and C11), which provided ac-
tivities that allowed for the use of the L2 in real-life, virtual or simulated situations.

Table 3.  Components taken from Hadfield and Dörnyei’s (2013) imagery techniques.

DIMENSION I DIMENSION II DIMENSION III

Imaging Identity: 
short induction to raise 
learner awareness and 
substantiate the L2 
vision. 
Includes three 
components: creating 
the vision (C1), 
counterbalancing 
the vision (C2), and 
enhancing the vision 
(C4).

Mapping the Journey: 
substantiating the vision and 
setting long-term goals. Includes 
establishing short-term goals, 
breaking these down into precise 
tasks and organising them into 
study plans, learning about and 
trying out a range of achievement 
and avoidance strategies for study, 
making learning contracts and 
affirming progress. 
Comprises two components: 
personal goal statements, goal 
breakdown and study plan (C3), 
and from plans to strategies (C6).

Keeping the Vision Alive: extend 
the vision and deepen the L2 
identity. Designed to be used 
in parallel with the goal-setting 
activities in Mapping the Journey, 
to appeal to the affective as well 
as the cognitive side, keeping the 
learner in touch with the initial 
vision. 
Includes six components: 
developing identity (C5 and C7) 
to keep in touch with the vision 
and develop it in more detail, and 
making it real (C8, C9, C10 and 
C11).
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The qualitative data came from 13 semi-guided focus questions inquiring after the 
reflections of students on the issues under investigation in this study, i.e. L2 motiva-
tion, self-regulation and ePortfolios. A total of seven focus groups that comprised 30 
students agreed to participate in the focus group interviews. Students were asked to 
reflect on how they felt about the intervention with questions such as, “Do you think 
the ePortfolio had a positive or negative effect on your academic performance?” 
“Which component did you find the most/least useful? Explain.” To preserve partic-
ipants’ anonymity, all names have been replaced by numbers for extracts from the 
focus group interviews. The research design and questionnaire obtained approval 
from the corresponding Ethics Committee at the university.

4.3.  Data Collection and Analysis

A six-week intervention study was conducted at the university during the sum-
mer EAP programme. A pre-test, post-test, quasi-experimental, comparison group, 
mixed-methods design was followed. Data collection was conducted on the first day 
of the EAP course during the student induction (week 1), in which the entire cohort 
was asked to complete the motivation questionnaire (pre-test measures), and experi-
mental students were asked to set up an electronic portfolio account. On the last day 
of the course (week 6), all participants again were asked to complete the motivation 
questionnaire. The IMRaD project module began in week 1 and ended in week 6. 
Focus group interviews took place during the last days in week 6.

Quantitative data obtained were coded and analysed by means of the SPSS 24 
programme. Cohorts showed significant pre-existing differences in terms of most 
L2MSS and self-regulation variables. A new variable was created to report pre and 
post intervention scores in order to control for these pre-existing differences (i.e. 
pre-post difference mean). Nonparametric tests were performed to compare L2MSS, 
self-regulation and L2 acquisition variables, as the test failed normality in some of 
the cases.

As some students did not submit and complete an integral ePortfolio, a distinction 
was made to account for the degree of ePortfolio implementation among learners 
that took part in the intervention. Participants who submitted the intervention in its 
entirety to their ePortfolio (i.e. all 11 intervention components), adhering to task 
requirements fully and adequately, formed the ePortfolio complete group (n = 33 
students). Learners who had not submitted all 11 components to their ePortfolio 
composed the ePortfolio partial group (n = 87), and learners who were not assigned 
the intervention remained in the control group (n = 85). As ePortfolio partial and 
complete participants did not report significant pre-existing differences, variables 
were compared on both pre-post difference mean scores, followed by a comparison 
of pre-test and post-test mean scores.

To gauge participants’ total proficiency gains, summative assignment grades for 
each academic skill (writing, reading, speaking and listening) were recorded after 
each submission in order to calculate whether students’ grades increased or de-
creased cumulatively over the 6-week intervention cumulatively. As the IMRaD 
research paper was a sole submission, analysis was based on the single final grade 
awarded. 

In order to identify the factors that may have sustained motivation and self-reg-
ulation during the intervention or through the use of ePortfolios, semi-structured 



González Mujico, F.; Lasagabaster, D. Complut. j. Engl. stud. 27 2019: 59-7868

focus group interviews asked experimental participants to reflect on their language 
learning experience and progress. Qualitative data were a total of 140 minutes, re-
sulting in a corpus made up of 17,041 words. Data were transcribed and analysed 
using NVivo 10 qualitative analysis software. The procedure of thematic content 
analysis and constant comparison was employed to search for patterns in the text 
that ordered the data into categories (Doiz Lasagabaster and Sierra 2014: 121). 
To this end, discrete ideas expressed by students in each answer (tokens) were 
identified, these ideas were then classified under the general themes of positive im-
pact and negative impact. Percentages were used as a basis of comparison among 
themes, categories and subcategories. 

5.  Results

The initial hypothesis was that L2 possible selves based on imagery strategies and 
constructed through ePortfolios would serve to increase L2 motivation, self-regula-
tion and language learning outcomes among EAP learners. To test this hypothesis, 
three types of analyses were conducted. First, findings are presented on the over-
all effects of the intervention, i.e. upon completion and at the end, on ePortfolio 
complete and ePortfolio partial participants in comparison to control participants. 
Second, quantitative data are further examined in relation to the degree of ePortfolio 
implementation among experimental students, i.e. ePortfolio complete vs. ePortfo-
lio partial learners, based on pre-test and post-test intervention scores from start 
to finish. Third, qualitative data, garnered from experimental participants on their 
thoughts about the intervention, are included to expand on quantitative findings and 
the concepts under scrutiny in this study, i.e. L2 motivation, self-regulation, lan-
guage learning outcomes and technology. 

5.1.  Quantitative Findings

A one-way between groups analysis of variance (Kruskal-Wallis Test) was con-
ducted to test the impact of ePortfolio implementation. The independent variable 
was the type of group (control, ePortfolio partial, ePortfolio complete). The de-
pendent variables were the mean difference scores on L2MSS and self-regulation 
variables calculated from the motivation questionnaire, and mean scores on L2 
acquisition variables calculated from the official summative assessments. All these 
measures were compared once the intervention had been carried out. Analyses 
only reported significant differences on L2MSS intended learning effort and L2 
listening gains (see Figure 1). L2MSS criterion measures showed a significant 
difference across the three groups (X² (2, n = 205) = 9.76, p = .008). The ePortfo-
lio complete group recorded an increment (M = 0.67), while control (M = -1.58) 
and ePortfolio partial (M = -1.25) groups reported a diminution. Listening gains 
also proved to be significantly different across groups (X² (2, n = 205) = 6.65, p 
= .003). Listening means augmented for ePortfolio complete students (M = 2.00), 
whereas means diminished among control (M = -1.05) and ePortfolio partial (M = 
-.36) participants. 



González Mujico, F.; Lasagabaster, D. Complut. j. Engl. stud. 27 2019: 59-78 69

Figure 1.  Significant ePortfolio implementation differences on L2MSS criterion measures 
and listening gains.

Further analyses were performed on ePortfolio partial and ePortfolio complete 
pre-test and post-test mean scores. A Wilcoxon Matched Pairs Signed Ranks Test 
on each group revealed a significant decrement from pre-intervention to post-inter-
vention among ePortfolio partial students on L2MSS criterion measures (z = -2.12, 
p < .03), promotion (z = -2.29, p < .02), prevention (z = -2.52, p < .01), attitudes 
to English (z = -3.62, p < .00) and self-regulation (z = -2.17, p < .03) variables, 
with a small effect size (r = between .2 to .4). English self underwent a significant 
increment from pre- to post-intervention among ePortfolio partial learners (z = 
-3.61, p < .00), with a small effect size (r = .4). Whereas most measures decreased 
among ePortfolio partial students, in the case of the ePortfolio complete cohort, the 
L2 Ideal self significantly improved from pre- to post-intervention (z = -1.98, p < 
.04), with a small effect size (r = .4). An Independent-Samples Mann-Whitney U 
Test also revealed L2MSS attitudes to English post-test mean scores as significant 
among ePortfolio complete students (z = -2.06, p < .03), with a small effect size (r 
= .2) (see Figure 2). This means that ePortfolio complete learners significantly held 
more positive attitudes to English than their partial counterparts upon completing 
the intervention. 

5.2.  Qualitative Findings

Participants’ comments were categorised into three main thematic concepts: moti-
vation, self-regulation and ePortfolios, within which L2 learning was included as 
a subcategory (see figure 3 and figure 4). In total, the cohort of interviewees was 
comprised of 18 ePortfolio partial learners and 12 ePortfolio complete learners. The 
majority of tokens garnered from the ePortfolio complete group displayed greater 
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optimism on the motivational and ePortfolio benefits offered by the intervention, 
while they expressed less aversion to self-regulation and the employment of digital 
technologies. 

Tokens categorised under the thematic concept of motivation reported a higher 
representation among ePortfolio complete participants. Substantial differences be-
tween groups on the motivational benefits of the intervention related to development 
and usefulness. ePortfolio complete students thought the intervention had improved 
their English skills and general academic competence. An observation that, to a cer-
tain degree, was corroborated by their quantitative significant increment in listening 
proficiency. Interestingly, the majority of ePortfolio complete participants found a 
listening activity (glossophobia C7) to be the component of most motivational bene-
fit, while ePortfolio partial students mostly identified a writing activity (identity tree 
C1). The following quotes illustrate these subcategories in turn:

The possible self tree [component one] makes me clearly compare me before and 
when I came to study in the UK. I can see my weakness and things I need to im-
prove in my studies. 	 (ePortfolio partial, Student 18)

The song because we can listen to some positive songs when we have some free 
time and improve our vocabulary. 	 (ePortfolio complete, Student 6)

A higher degree of implementation also appeared to notably heighten students’ ap-
preciation of the intervention’s utility and convenience, with ePortfolio complete 
participants expressing greater recognition of the intervention’s utilitarian compo-

Figure 2.  Significant ePortfolio implementation pre-post differences.
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nents in the L2 learning process or their academic studies in general. A perception 
that may have augmented intended learning effort and attitudes to English among 
these learners, as observed in the quantitative findings, and is exemplified in the 
following learner’s comment: 

It’s useful because it encourages us to reach our aims and the workload was man-
ageable. 	 (ePortfolio complete, Student 12)

	
Contrastingly, participants in the ePortfolio complete group also considered the in-
tervention to have a negative impact on motivation at times, specifically in relation 
to didacticism, assessment and self-efficacy. Comments offered considered the in-
tervention to have too many writing activities, which created an excessively didac-
tic atmosphere that made the workload burdensome. Indeed, writing components 
garnered the most tokens within the subcategory of content that had a negative mo-
tivational impact, albeit inferior to those made on content that triggered a positive 
motivational impact by fostering L2 development. Interestingly, these learners were 
the only cohort to express that excessively challenging components compromised 
self-competence and threatened their self-image as an English speaker (self-effi-
cacy). However, concerns related to plausibility were almost twice as high among 
ePortfolio partial students, who found it difficult to link the intervention to EAP 
academic objectives and questioned the fact that control participants did not have 
to complete the intervention. The following quotes illustrate some of the ideas ex-
pressed by interviewees on these subcategories:
	

Because you know for Chinese students this thing is not necessary to do and has 
no mark or assessment then this is not important and goes to the bottom of my pile. 
		  (ePortfolio complete, Student 13)
	
Writing the story might be the most difficult for me because I have never read 
some novels, this was difficult for me so I didn’t enjoy it very much. 	
	 (ePortfolio complete, Student 7)

	
Given that ePortfolio complete learners expressed plausibility concerns to a lesser 
degree, produced a higher amount of tokens on the utility of the intervention, and 
reported a significant quantitative increment on L2MSS criterion measures, Ideal L2 
self and post-test attitudes to English mean scores, it could be inferred that a higher 
degree of implementation served to cancel opposing forces, which, in turn, main-
tained motivational equilibrium despite the demands of EAP.

Remarks garnered on the positive impact of the intervention on self-regula-
tion were slightly higher among ePortfolio partial participants, although ePortfolio 
complete students registered less tokens on the negative impact of the intervention 
on self-regulation. What is more, ePortfolio complete students registered a higher 
amount of comments on the intervention’s self-regulatory learning benefits as re-
gards mapping strategies, while reporting only half as many tokens on teacher driv-
en dependency. Said differently, learners who had completed the intervention in its 
entirety appeared to be cognizant of a greater number of mapping strategies, which 
may have led to less reliance on the teacher and increased self-regulation. An asso-
ciation that may be correlated to these students’ quantitative increment on intended 
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learning effort (criterion measures). In comparison, ePortfolio partial interviewees 
connoted the intervention to self-regulatory future strategies and a personal voice in 
a twofold manner. Such a pronounced appreciation of the intervention’s ability to 
express thoughts in English may have contributed to their significant quantitative 
increase in English self. Still, the fact that these learners predominantly accredited 
the intervention to distal goals, i.e. learning English in the future, may have deflected 
from the utilisation of these strategies on proximal EAP goals. The following quotes 
illustrate this category accordingly: 
	

The first is because our teacher asked us to do it, and the second because we need 
to improve ourselves and we can see our weakness so in the future we can see what 
we do at the time. 	 (ePortfolio partial, Student 17)

If you review the notes you can improve. I reviewed my presentations from week 
to week because I need to improve and want to get better. It was helpful. 
	 (ePortfolio complete, Student 14)

Electronic portfolios were the third, and last, thematic construct to be analysed qualita-
tively. Predominantly, ePortfolio complete participants presented a favourable combi-
nation, reporting a higher positive than negative impact, which endorsed the effectivity 
of ePortfolio implementation. The most mentioned categories being presentations and 
visuals among this cohort, while ePortfolio partial learners found the evidence aspect 
(i.e. the fact that the ePortfolio provided a digital record or proof of the work they up-
loaded) to be of most benefit. To a certain extent, these subcategories were interrelated. 
Interviewees concurred on the advantages of having a means that evidenced their work 
and keeping a record of their academic progress. Moreover, interviewees highlighted 
the practice of self-assessment as fundamental to their L2 learning and progress. The 
following are quotes that exemplify respondents’ thoughts on these categories: 

I think we can use this method in the future in our main course we can make our own 
ePortfolio that keeps a record of all the work we do. This is very useful, because I 
can make this website a store of knowledge.	 (ePortfolio partial, Student 30)

Submitting the presentation because it can show us how to improve what’s good 
and bad. It’s useful because our pronunciation is not good and we can improve it 
and the listening of words we don’t know. It was a good feeling when I saw my-
self. Also, we want to do it better than before. I can see a difference, in my first 
presentation, I was so nervous, but in presentation three, I’m more relaxed, which 
makes me feel good. Uploading the presentations and the writing drafts let us im-
prove ourselves. 	 (ePortfolio complete, Student 24)

The negative impact of ePortfolio technical issues, plausibility, self-efficacy and 
privacy were minimal among ePortfolio complete interviewees. As a rule, ePort-
folio partial learners expressed more technical problems uploading their com-
ponents to their ePortfolio due to software incompatibilities with mobile phone 
operating systems. Similarly, they also prompted concerns regarding the privacy 
of their work and sharing information, as can be observed from the quotes includ-
ed below. 
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Figure 3.  Aspects of the intervention considered to have a positive impact.

Figure 4.  Aspects of the intervention considered to have a negative impact.
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I think the website needs to improve because every time we needed to upload some-
thing we had to go to ‘Google Drive’. We should be able to do this directly. We  
need more clear order and title because we couldn’t find the clear order, so it was 
difficult to upload and follow the information. 	 (ePortfolio partial, Student 30)

I don’t know the component, but I’m not good at drawing, so I don’t like drawing, 
and I didn’t want to share this information with others.

(ePortfolio partial, Student 3)

6.  Discussion and final conclusions

One of the main theoretical implications to be drawn from this study is that L2 pos-
sible selves based on imagery strategies and constructed through ePortfolios had a 
positive impact on some aspects of L2 motivation and learning. Experimental stu-
dents that completed and submitted an ePortfolio in its entirety reported significant 
progressive gains on L2MSS criterion measures, Ideal L2 self and post-test attitudes 
to English mean scores. Likewise, ePortfolio complete learners were the only cohort 
to exhibit a significant melioration in L2 listening gains, in line with qualitative data 
that underscored a proclivity for listening activities among these students. To a cer-
tain degree, these findings endorse the amalgamation of future self-guides, imagery 
strategies and digital technologies in an L2 educational context. 

As per the recommendations in the literature (e.g., Attwell 2007; Barrett 2009; 
Meyer et al. 2010), ePortfolios served to provide a personal learning environment 
through which learners could construct L2 possible selves that fostered the devel-
opment of L2 motivation and proficiency. However, these favourable conditions 
did not extend to all L2 skills, save listening. An outcome, which may have been 
due to the brief duration of the intervention (6 weeks), and the reduced amount of 
students who completed and submitted an ePortfolio in its entirety (33 students). 
The additional requirements of the intervention and its brief duration may have 
stymied the effectivity of future self-guides based on imagery techniques through 
ePortfolios. In spite of these hindrances, ePortfolio complete students still reported 
a significant improvement in some aspects of motivation and language acquisition, 
whereas control participants did not register any significant benefits. An ascertain-
ment that adds support to the employment of this type of intervention (e.g., Abrami 
et al. 2013; Cheng 2008; Magid 2014; Meyer et al. 2010) among EAP learners in 
higher education. 

Our results also support Oyserman et al.’s (2006) claim that L2 possible selves 
are subject to certain conditions and require more than an imaginary picture of one’s 
desired L2 self. Both quantitative and qualitative findings supported that having a 
tangible vision of the present and the future had a salient impact on participants’ 
motivation and self-regulation. The ability to engage in self-evaluation and reflect 
on the components submitted to students’ ePortfolios was qualitatively observed as 
the most notable positive impact throughout the intervention. This visibility allowed 
students to gauge their present English selves through proximal EAP course objec-
tives in relation to their distal undergraduate learning goals, i.e. Ideal L2 self. This, 
in turn, constructively permitted students to improve through reflection, self-repair 
and regulation strategies (Dörnyei 2009; Dörnyei and Ushioda 2009; Ushioda 2014).
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The present study is not without some limitations, the most significant one be-
ing the aforementioned low representation of participants who submitted an integral 
electronic portfolio. This outcome was mainly attributed to restrictions on the length 
of the course and teaching hours, which may have impeded the effectivity of the 
intervention and the subsequent imbalanced representation of experimental results. 
An outcome that may have been further compounded by the fact that intervention 
components were not graded. Further research in the form of a longitudinal inter-
vention study, which includes summative evaluation, could address the diachronic 
role of L2 possible selves based on imagery techniques as regards L2 motivation, 
self-regulation and proficiency through ePortfolios, while it provides a suitable solu-
tion to time restrictions experienced throughout the intervention. The fact that the 
degree of implementation had a positive effect on the results obtained in this study, 
validates the praxis of this intervention within EAP higher education courses. Not-
withstanding, further research is required to validate these findings and to reexamine 
the role of future self-guides based on imagery techniques through electronic portfo-
lios among a greater sample of students, under the same conditions, in a longitudinal 
investigation.
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APPENDIX: EAP IMRaD project course syllabus with and without intervention

IMRaD Intervention Project IMRaD no Intervention Project

WEEK 1
(5 hours)

The value of group work
Teamwork skills and challenges
Primary and Secondary Research
Identity Tree (imaging identity creating the 
vision, C1)
Research Questions and Ethics

The value of group work
Teamwork skills and challenges
Primary and Secondary Research
Research Questions and Ethics

WEEK 2
(5 hours)

Methodology overview
Collective effective data: Two Roads poem 
(imaging identity, counterbalancing the 
vision, C2)
Setting research objectives: personal goal 
statements, goal breakdown and study plan 
(mapping the journey, from vision to goals 
and form goals to plans, C3)
Designing a questionnaire
Asking the right questions: Ideal L2 self 
(imaging identity, enhancing the vision, 
C4)
Progress presentation methodology section: 
giving a presentation (keeping the vision 
alive, developing identity, C5)
Report writing draft methodology section: 
IMRaD checklist (keeping the vision alive, 
role models B, C11)

Methodology overview
Designing a questionnaire
Progress presentation methodology 
section (not recorded)
Report writing draft methodology 
section (paper format only)

WEEK 3
(5 hours)

Writing introductions
Secondary research skills and table 
Presentation skills dos and don’ts
Mini presentation: positive psychology 
(mapping the journey, from plans to 
strategies, C6)
Developing a voice: glossophobia (keeping 
the vision alive, developing identity, C7)
Progress presentation introduction section: 
giving a presentation (keeping the vision 
alive, developing identity, C5)
Report writing draft introduction section: 
IMRaD checklist (keeping the vision alive, 
role models B, C11)

Writing introductions
Presentation skills dos and don’ts
Mini presentation: practice vs. 
memorisation
Secondary research skills and table
Progress presentation introduction 
section (not recorded)
Report writing draft introduction 
section (paper format only)
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IMRaD Intervention Project IMRaD no Intervention Project

WEEK 4
(5 hours)

Findings overview
Coding and analysing results
Progress presentation results section: giving 
a presentation (keeping the vision alive, 
developing identity, C5)
Summarising key findings: learning and 
studying abroad (keeping the vision alive, 
role models A, C8) 
Report writing draft results section: IMRaD 
checklist (keeping the vision alive, role 
models B, C11)
Discussion overview: limitations and future 
research
Academic debate (keeping the vision alive, 
virtual guest speaker, C9)

Findings overview
Coding and analysing results
Progress presentation results section 
(not recorded)
Report writing draft results section 
(paper format only)
Discussion overview: limitations 
and future research

WEEK 5
(5 hours)

Analysis and limitations overview
The power of storytelling: cultural events 
(keeping the vision alive, entering the L2 
community, C10)
Interpreting research data
Report writing draft discussion section: 
IMRaD checklist (keeping the vision alive, 
role models B, C11)

Analysis and limitations overview
Interpreting research data
Report writing draft discussion 
section (paper format only)

WEEK 6
(5 hours)

Tutorials
Final presentation: giving a presentation 
(keeping the vision alive, developing 
identity, C5)

Tutorials 
Final presentation (recorded)

WEEKS 1-6 Reading and Writing module (45 hours)
Listening and Speaking module (45 hours)

Reading and Writing module 
(45 hours)
Listening and Speaking module 
(45 hours)


