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Abstract—This study explores the change of EFL learners' motivation in learning English with the increase of 

CL time based on marginal utility. Thirty learners from an intact class in Grade 10 were selected through their 

performance on a piloted sample Preliminary English Test. Learners were assigned to achievers and 

underachievers groups. The questionnaire of motivation, based on the Attitude/Motivation Test Battery 

(AMTB), was given to both groups as a pretest. All participants underwent the same amount of teaching time 

and same material with the same teacher during seven-week CL, 35 sessions taking 45 minutes each. The same 

questionnaire was administered again at the end of one week, three-week, five-week and seven-week 

treatments respectively to both groups and their scores on the questionnaires were compared through an 

analysis of Paired Samples t-test and ANOVA. The findings showed that after one week CL, both the achievers’ 

and underachievers’ motivations were significantly improved compared with those in pretest; after three-week 

CL, the underachievers’ intrinsic and extrinsic motivations and achievers’ extrinsic motivation declined 

significantly compared with those of Week One, while the latter’s intrinsic motivation has no significant 

change; after five-week CL, underachievers’ motivation didn’t change significantly compared with their 

motivation in the pretest, which means that the marginal utility took place in underachievers’ motivation 

during three-week to five-week CL; after seven-week CL, the achievers’ motivation increased significantly 

compared with their motivation in the pretest, indicating there was no marginal utility for achievers’ 

motivation during seven-week CL. 

 

Index Terms—cooperative learning, learning motivation, EFL achievers, EFL underachievers, marginal utility 

 

I.  INTRODUCTION 

Among numerous factors exerting influence on SLA, motivation has often been viewed as the most significant one 

(Dornyei, 2001; Hiromori, 2006; MacIntyre, Gardner, 1989; Shamiry, R.&Fuad, 2020; Jr, R. R.&Nunez, A. M. ,2020). 

Gardener (1985) proposes that motivation is a necessary factor in language learning and language learners’ academic 

achievements are related closely to their motivations. From the perspective of Self-determination theory, there are two 

kinds of motivations: intrinsic motivation and extrinsic motivation. Extrinsic motivation is the desire or tendency 

toward getting some external reward or avoiding punishment while intrinsic motivation is to carry out an activity for its 

own sake, for getting pleasure and satisfaction in doing it (Deci, Ryan, 1985, 1991; Ryan, Deci, 2000). Cooperative 

learning (CL), a learning strategy in which students cooperate for common goals (Roger & Johnson, 1994; Siegel, 2005; 

Slavin, 1983), has been proved to make students more actively involved in learning activities compared with traditional 

teaching methods (Xiao, 2001; Wang, 2001; Tran, 2019; Wang, 2020; et al.). CL has been a widespread learning model 

in China and more and more English teachers adopt it in classroom teaching. However, many surveys proved that 
Chinese EFL learners, especially English underachievers, still lack strong learning motivation in CL (Dong,2018; Yao, 

2013; Lu, 2009), which may result from the effect of marginal utility of CL. However, less is known about the effect of 

marginal utility on EFL learners’ motivation in CL. Therefore, this study attempts to explore the change of EFL learners' 

motivation in learning English with the increase of CL time based on marginal utility. 

II.  THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK 

This paper adopts marginal utility as its theoretical foundation. 

In economics, utility is the satisfaction or benefit derived by consuming a product; thus the marginal utility of a 

good or service describes how much pleasure or happiness is gained from an increase in consumption. It may 

be positive, negative, or zero. In the context of cardinal utility, economists postulate a law of diminishing 

marginal utility, which describes how the first unit of consumption of a particular good or service yields more 

utility than the second and subsequent units, with a continuing reduction for greater amounts. (Investopedia. 
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Polleit and Thorsten (2011) believe that the more you get, the less you want. For example, three bites of bread are 

better than two bites, but the thirtieth bite does not add much to the experience beyond the twenty-ninth (and could even 

make it worse). 

The effect of marginal utility also exists in education (Jiang, 1999; Bai, 2009; Gui, et al., 2012). Students always 

have high learning motivation when they begin to acquire new knowledge. However, high learning motivation cannot 

last for a long time because they would feel dissatisfied or bored with the increase of learning content. This 

phenomenon is regarded as the effect of marginal utility in teaching. 

According to marginal utility, Gui Maozhong et al. (2012) describes the effect of marginal utility in the following 

figure.  
 

 
Figure 1. The Effect of Marginal Utility in Teaching (Gui Maozhong et al., 2012) 

 

Figure1 means that if you add a class, the total utility of the classroom teaching will be enhanced. At this time, the 

highest marginal utility of classroom teaching is obtained. If you continue to increase the classroom hours, the total 

utility will continue to enhance. However, the marginal utility of classroom teaching began to decline if we continue to 

increase the classroom hours.  

III.  PREVIOUS STUDIES ON MOTIVATION IN COOPERATIVE LEARNING 

Piaget (1980) regarded motivation as a built-in unconscious striving towards more complex and differential 

development of an individual’s mental structure. Gardener (1985) pointed out that motivation, as a crucial factor in 
language learning, was closely associated with students’ academic achievements and he thinks effort and desire are 

prerequisites for motivation. Dörnyei (1998) proposed that motivation can make a student start learning a foreign 

language and sustain the effort throughout the long learning process in second language acquisition. Based on 

Self-determination theory, motivation can be divided into two kinds: intrinsic motivation and extrinsic motivation. 

Intrinsic motivation involves carrying out a task because of pleasure and satisfaction. EFL intrinsic motivation refers to 

the enjoyment of learning English for its own sake rather than because of external rewards. Extrinsic motivation 

involves integrated regulation, which is mainly linked to a desire to be involved in the target community and to identify 

with its members (Noels et al., 2000). EFL extrinsic motivation means learning English for its outcomes, such as 

passing exams (Noels, 2001; Noels, Clement & Pelletier, 2001). 

CL is a learning model in which students work together in order to achieve common goals (Roger & Johnson, 1994; 

Siegel, 2005; Slavin, 1983). Motivational perspectives on CL focus on three elements: goal structures, reward structures, 

and group dynamics (Dörnyei 1997; Johnson, 1991; Slavin 1997). Goal structures offer a situation where students 
would help each other because of a common goal. Reward structures mean that students’performance would be assessed 

based on whole group performance and group dynamics are closely linked to positive interdependence, individual 

accountability and strong group cohesiveness. According to the previous research, these elements have positive effects 

on students’ motivation, which means CL can make students more actively involved in learning activities compared 

with traditional teaching methods (Davidson, 2020; Kate Ferguson-Patrick & Wendy Jolliffe，2018; Gülüzar Eymur & 

Ömer Geban,2017). However, many surveys proved that Chinese EFL learners lack strong learning motivation, 

especially English underachievers (Dong, 2018; Yao, 2013; Lu, 2009). Several studies explained this phenomenon from 

the perspective of marginal utility. 

Jiang (1999) discussed the diminishing marginal utility in students' learning behavior. He holds that there is 

diminishing marginal utility for students in the process of acquiring knowledge, getting criticism and praise from 

teachers. Bai (2009), who studied fossilization from the perspective of the law of diminishing marginal utility, pointed 

out that the extrinsic motivation of most Chinese EFL learners was driven by examinations. Without test pressure, some 
students would even give up language learning. Zhang (2011) applied marginal utility to English vocabulary teaching. 

She suggested that teachers timely adjust teaching methods and apply a reasonable evaluation system to carry out 

vocabulary teaching based on students' different learning styles. Although these scholars have noticed the effect of 

marginal utility in teaching management, less is known about the effect of marginal utility on EFL learners’ motivation 

in CL (Wu, 2021).  
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IV.  RESEARCH QUESTIONS 

Although the gap between the EFL achievers and underachievers is not caused by a single factor, learning motivation 

is considered as a crucial factor affecting students’ learning achievements (Schunk, D., H & Pintrich, P, R. 1995; Zhang 

Xiaoling, 2017). In this study, the researcher wants to explore the differences of changes in learning motivation of 

English achievers and underachievers in different CL time duration. Thus the research questions of this study are as 

follows: 

1: What is the effect of CL on EFL achievers’ motivation with the increase of CL time? 

2: What is the effect of CL on EFL underachievers’ motivation with the increase of CL time? 

3: What are the differences of changes between achievers’ and underachievers’ motivation with the increase of CL 

time? 

V.  METHODOLOGY 

A.  Participants 

All the sixty students from one intact class in Grade 10 in Linxiang District No.1 Middle School participated in the 

Preliminary English Test. Then, according to their scores on the test, thirty students were selected as participants, 

including fifteen English achievers (top 25 percent) and fifteen underachievers (bottom 25 percent). There is a 

significant difference between achievers’ and underachievers’ test scores. These participants are aged between sixteen to 
seventeen, including 13 females (six in the achievers group) and 17 males (nine in the achievers group).  

B.  Instruments 

On the basis of qualitative and quantitative research methods, the results are analyzed through SPSS 25.0. There are 

two instruments adopted in this experiment: questionnaire and interview. 

Questionnaire 

Most items are from The Attitude/Motivation Test Battery (AMTB) developed by Gardner (1985) and the author 
divided the items of the questionnaire into two parts, intrinsic motivation and extrinsic motivation. Because this 

questionnaire will be reused many times, the order of items was rearranged to avoid practice effect. A standard 

five-point Likert scale was used in the questionnaire, ranging from one to five (respectively representing “strong 

disagreement” to “strong conformity”) for scoring.  

The validity and reliability of the questionnaire were tested in the pilot study. The results are as follows: 
 

TABLE 1 

THE RELIABILITY OF QUESTIONNAIRE 

 N Cronbach’s Alpha 

The Whole Questionnaire 20 O.928 

Intrinsic motivation  10 0.942 

Extrinsic motivation 10 0.828  

 

The reliability coefficients of intrinsic motivation and extrinsic motivation are 0.942 and 0.828 respectively, and the 

reliability coefficient of the whole questionnaire is 0.928. 
 

TABLE 2 

THE VALIDITY OF QUESTIONNAIRES 

KMO Measure of Sampling Adequacy .837 

Bartlett’s Test of Sphericity Approx. Chi-Square 938.422 
df 190 

Sig .000 

 

The KMO is 0.837 and P value is 0.000(<0.05).  

Interview 

The purpose of the interview is to explore in-depth reasons why the interviewees’ motivation changes. Considering 

students’ limited English proficiency, all interviewees and interviewer speak Chinese in order to understand each other 

better. The open-ended interview consists of two questions: 

1 Do you like Cooperative learning activities? Why?  

2 What do you think are the advantages and disadvantages of cooperative learning? 

C.  Procedure 

This study started on September 10, 2020, and lasted for seven weeks. Before the study, the researcher did a pilot 

study to select participants and check whether all participants could fully understand the items of this questionnaire. At 

the beginning of the first week, the researcher distributed questionnaire in the whole class so as to get the data of their 

initial motivation (only achievers and underachievers’ responded questionnaires were analyzed).  

The teacher divides sixty students into ten groups equally with careful consideration given to heterogeneity within a 

team and homogeneity between teams. These home teams are fixed for the whole semester and they have one group 
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leader who takes responsibility to organize class discussions and activities. Each group has its own special group name 

and each member has his own code-name. 

In order to stimulate students to engage in group activities actively, and avoid students hitchhiking, the CL techniques, 

Student-Team-Achievement-Division (STAD) and Numbered-Heads-Together (NHT) were used in class. After the 

teacher assigns tasks to each group, the team members will work together in a limited time and the teacher is able to 

provide scaffolding when necessary. Usually, the teacher will randomly select one group to prepare a class presentation 

and one student with a specific code number would be chosen arbitrarily to do a presentation as a representative of his 

or her group once a week. 

Students’ performance is evaluated by peers and teachers through giving scores and feedback. Each student answers 

one question actively in class, winning one point for his or her home group. In the middle and end of the semester, 

teachers will select the best group based on their performance in class and test scores.  
The same questionnaires with changed orders of items were distributed at the end of week one, week three, week five, 

and week seven respectively. At the end of the third week, the researcher interviewed all research participants one by 

one.  

Finally, the data on motivation were collected from the questionnaire and analyzed by SPSS 25.0.  

VI.  RESULTS 

Questionnaire 

According to the data from the questionnaire, the following chart of participants’ motivation (extrinsic motivation 

and intrinsic motivation) was drawn.  
 

 
Figure2. The Change of Students’ Learning Motivation 

 

Because all scores enjoyed normalcy of distribution, ANOVA and paired samples t-test were used to test whether 

there is a significant difference between different CL time duration. 
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TABLE 3 

TESTS OF WITHIN-SUBJECTS CONTRASTS (ACHIEVERS’ MOTIVATION) 

Measure:   MEASURE_1   

Source M 

Type III Sum 

of Squares df Mean Square F Sig. 

Mo  

Initial vs. The First Week 

614.400 1 614.400 55.280 .000 

992.267* 1* 992.267* 42.911* .000* 

 

The First Week vs. The Third Week 

187.267 1 187.267 11.718 .004 

38.400* 1* 38.400* 2.301* .152* 

 

The Third Week vs. The Fifth Week 

.000 1 .000 .000 1.000 

.267* 1* .267* .043* .840* 

 

The Fifth Week vs. The Seventh Week 

4.267 1 4.267 .416 .530 

 1.667* 1* 1.667* .700* .417* 

Without “*” meaning extrinsic motivation, “*” indicating intrinsic motivation. 

 

Table3 shows that after one week of CL, the EFL achievers’ L2 motivation (intrinsic motivation and extrinsic 
motivation) increased significantly (P < 0.05); after three weeks of CL, their extrinsic motivation decreased significantly, 

but there is no significant difference of intrinsic learning motivation (P > 0.05); after five weeks of CL, there is no 

significant difference of the achievers’ motivation between three-week CL and five-week CL. 
 

TABLE 4 

TESTS OF WITHIN-SUBJECTS CONTRASTS (UNDERACHIEVERS’ MOTIVATION) 

Measure:   MEASURE_1   

Source M 

Type III Sum of 

Squares df Mean Square F Sig. 

Mo  

Initial vs. The First Week 

653.400 1 653.400 19.563 .001 

1500.000* 1* 1500.000* 11.551* .004* 

 

The First Week vs. The Third Week 

201.667 1 201.667 6.546 .023 

881.667* 1* 881.667* 8.124* .013* 

 

The Third Week vs. The Fifth Week 

2.400 1 2.400 .071 .793 

.600* 1* .600* .006* 0.941* 

 

The Fifth Week vs. The Seventh Week 

24.067 1 24.067 .439 .518 

 13.067* 1* 13.067* .128* .726* 

Without “*” meaning extrinsic motivation, “*” signifying intrinsic motivation. 

 

Table4 shows that after one week of CL, the EFL underachievers’ motivation increased significantly (P < 0.05); after 

three weeks of CL, the underachievers’ motivation decreased significantly; after five weeks of CL, there is no 
significant difference of the underachievers’ motivation between three-week CL and five-week CL (P > 0.05). 

 

TABLE 5 

PAIRED-SAMPLES T TEST OF L2 LEARNING MOTIVATION 

 Mean Std. 

Deviation 

Std. 

Mean 

Lower Upper t df Sig(2-tailed) 

 

 

The Seventh Week-Initial 

1 -2.333 3.754 .969 -4.412 -.254 -2.407 14 .030 

2 -1.267 3.515 .907 -3.213 .680 -1.396 14 .185 

3 -6.733 3.305 .853 -8.564 -4.903 -7.890 14 .000 

4 -1.200 3.098 .800 -2.916 .516 -1.500 14 .156 

1 refers to achievers’ extrinsic motivation; 2 refers to underachievers’ extrinsic motivation; 3 refers to achievers’ intrinsic motivation; 4 refers to 

underachievers’ intrinsic motivation.  

 

After seven-week CL, the EFL achievers’ motivation has been improved significantly, but that of the underachievers 

was not. 
 

TABLE 6 

PAIRED-SAMPLES T TEST OF L2 LEARNING MOTIVATION (UNDERACHIEVERS) 

 Mean Std. 

Deviation 

Std. 

Mean 

Lower Upper t df Sig(2-tailed) 

 

The Fifthth Week-Initial 

1 -2.533 5.397 1.393 -5.522 .455 -1.818 14 0.091 

2 -2.133 9.833 2.539 -7.579 3.312 -.840 14 0.415 

“1” refers to underachievers’ extrinsic motivation; “2” refers to underachievers’ intrinsic motivation. 

 

Table6 shows that after five-week CL, EFL underachievers’ motivation was not improved significantly compared 

with their initial motivation (P>0.05).  

Interview 

The results of the interview show that all achievers and 86 percent of underachievers like CL. Achievers said that 

they could take a lead and learn others’ novel ideas and different perspectives about a certain topic in CL, but eight 
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achievers who are group leaders also expressed concern about interpersonal relationships. They are worried CL will kill 

the friendship when team members have disagreements in group discussions. While underachievers like CL because CL 

can be fun offering them an environment where they can chat or play with classmates in class. However, they said that 

they are unwilling to take part in discussion due to their poor English and difficulty in understanding others, and they 

also feel frustrated because they can’t make contribution to the group. 

VII.  DISCUSSION 

The result of this study shows that both EFL achievers’ and underachievers’ motivation was enhanced significantly 

after one-week CL. The finding is in accordance with previous studies (Wang, 2020; Tran, 2019; Kambiss, 1990), which 

indicates that CL has a significantly positive effect on the motivation of EFL learners. In CL, students’ performances are 

closely linked to team success, which makes students more involved in learning (Slavin, 1990; Daura & Durand, 2018). 

Rongrong & Kusum (2018) think that there is an active interaction between teachers and students in CL, which 
enhances students' interest in learning (Khodadady et al., 2015; Liu, 2020). Furthermore, most students prefer working 

together, discussing and sharing information rather than studying alone. CL can offer a cooperative environment and 

help students develop their language abilities via communication with peers and teachers and imitation of excellent 

teammates’ behaviors. Therefore, students’ motivation improves due to active knowledge acquirement (Dewey, 1991; 

Yager, 2000; Marlow & Page, 2005). 

After three-week CL, the underachievers’ motivation declined significantly compared with that of Week One. After 

five-week CL, underachievers’ motivations didn’t change significantly compared with those in the pretest, which means 

that the marginal utility took place in underachievers’ motivation during three-week to five-week CL. Deci & Ryan 

(1985) think that most people would feel interested in learning something new, but their learning motivation would 

decline because of incompetence and helplessness. Helplessness refers to helpless behavior and psychological state 

formed through learning and is very common for underachievers (Seligman, 2005). According to the interview, some 
underachievers have also mentioned that they were interested in CL at the beginning. However, they feel isolated with 

the increase of CL time because they think that they didn’t make a contribution to group achievements due to their poor 

performance, while some students just think CL can make them relaxed in class in which they can play or chat with 

classmates, which means they don’t really like CL. Once the teacher requires them to focus on studying, they will lose 

interest. These may be the reasons for the decline of underachievers' motivation in CL. 

After three-week CL, the achievers’ extrinsic motivation declined significantly compared with that of Week One. 

Deci and Ryan (1985) regarded extrinsic motivation as actions carried out to achieve instrumental goals such as earning 

rewards or avoiding punishments. CL can motivate students’ participation in learning and students can get the sense of 

satisfaction due to praise and recognition from teachers and peers (Panitz, 1999). Achievers are more likely to be 

praised due to their higher proficiency and more positive involvement. However, going too far is as bad as not going far 

enough. Too much praise is also a burden for students (Zhao, 2019). According to the interview, some achievers who 
are group leaders mentioned that being a leader is challenging and stressful because they need to take more 

responsibility for teamwork and disagreements with group members make them disappointed. These factors may have 

side effects on achievers’ extrinsic motivation.  

The achievers’ intrinsic motivation has no significant change. The finding is in accordance with Noels’ intrinsic 

motivation theory. He thinks intrinsic motivation is more stable than extrinsic learning motivation, which can carry out 

learning behaviors without external rewards and pressure (Noels et al., 2000). After seven-week CL, the achievers’ 

motivation increased significantly compared with their motivation in a pretest, indicating there was no marginal utility 

for achievers’ motivation during seven-week CL. This finding can be supported by Rubin (2004). Rubin believes that 

language achievers generally have some common characteristics: they are good at speculating, dare to express 

themselves and run a risk despite their limited knowledge of the second language, accordingly achievers can benefit 

more from CL and the positive effect of CL on achievers’ motivation lasts longer.  

VIII.  CONCLUSION 

Research questions put forward in this study are answered as follows: after one-week CL, the EFL achievers’ 

motivation was significantly enhanced; after three-week CL, the achievers’ L2 extrinsic motivation declined 

significantly than that of one-week CL, while their intrinsic motivation has no significant change; after five-week CL, 

the achievers’ motivation tended to be stable; after seven-week CL, the achievers’ motivation enhanced significantly 

compared with that in the pretest, which means that there is no marginal utility of achievers’ motivation. After 

one-week CL, the underachievers’ motivation was significantly improved; after three-week CL, the underachievers’ 

motivation decreased significantly than that of one-week CL. However, there is still a significant improvement 

compared with their motivation in the pretest; after five-week CL, underachievers’ motivation didn’t have a significant 

change compared with that of the pretest, which indicates that marginal utility took place.  

This study implicates that teachers should make aware of diminishing marginal effect in CL and they need to update 

teaching methods and instruction timely in order to provide different types of teaching stimulation to students. There 
should be a wide variety of teaching strategies in class and students should be exposed to different teaching styles. 
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IX.  LIMITATIONS AND SUGGESTIONS FOR FURTHER STUDY 

First, the researcher reused the same questionnaire five times. Although the order of items is different every time, 

participants may still have practice effects. Future research may employ more research instruments to explore students’ 

learning motivation. Secondly, teachers of other subjects may also adopt CL in this experimental class, which may have 

an effect on the results of this study. Thirdly, the sample size is small, so further research involving more participants 

needs to be conducted in order to explore the change of EFL learners’ motivation with the increase of CL time. 
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