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Abstract: 
The present study investigates how the L2 learning experience shapes 
multilinguals' motivation to improve their writing skills in Spanish, a 
language they study at university level. Within the Second Language 
Motivational Self System Theory (L2MSS), the L2 learning experience is 
often neglected when it comes to interpreting and discussing findings on 
motivation. We propose that the analysis of the L2 learning experience 
should acknowledge both formal and informal settings, such as the family 
context, in order to research why and how a person chooses to develop 
certain linguistic abilities like writing.  

Given that the L2 learner experience is spatially and temporally bound, 
the concept of sensitivity to initial conditions, i.e., the conditions or changes 
that may trigger the learner to move towards enhanced language learning, 
will be adopted to research the L2 learning experience.  

The aim of the study is twofold. First, to investigate the Spanish learning 
experience as a function of the initial conditions referred to by the 
participants. Second, to research how the Spanish ideal and ought-to selves 
are related to the students’ motivation to use and learn or maintain Spanish 
skills.  

The data consist of a questionnaire answered by multilingual university 
students of Spanish (n=21) and written autobiographical narratives. The 
participants belong to two groups: one group of Spanish heritage language 
learners (n=10) and one group of native-Swedish speaking L3 Spanish 
learners (n=11). Overall, family reasons, previous school experiences, high 
proficiency in Spanish, previously acquired languages, contact with the 
linguistic communities, language use and context are all aspects tightly 
connected to the students’ motivation to learn, maintain and develop 
Spanish language proficiency. The L2 learning experience, as a wider 
construct dependent on the sensitivity to initial conditions, must be 
considered to understand the complex nature of multilingual literacy 
development.  

Introduction  
The field of second-language motivation has grown prominently in recent 
decades, and there are robust findings on the effect of motivation on 
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second/foreign language (L2) learning outcomes (Al-Hoorie 2018; Dörnyei 
2019a; Dörnyei & Ushioda 2009). As regards writing skills, several studies 
have found motivation to be a factor of great importance for the 
development of L2 writing skills, together with other individual 
differentiating factors (Kormos 2012: 400; Wilby 2020). Despite these 
findings, very few studies have specifically addressed how the development 
of academic writing skills might be related to motivation, especially when 
multilingual1 students are engaged. Therefore, in the present study, we aim 
to fill this gap by focusing on the Spanish language classroom at university 
level in Sweden, a heterogeneous learning environment where Spanish 
learners with various language learning experiences coincide. In the 
university Spanish classroom, two important groups emerge: those who 
have learned Spanish in formal settings as a third language (L3), and those 
who have had varying types of formal education in Spanish2 in addition to 
contact with Spanish since early childhood, so-called heritage language 
(HL) speakers. While these two groups of students often share the same 
classroom in Sweden, little is known about their different experiences of the 
language acquisition/learning processes.  

To account for the various learning experiences of the students at hand, a 
model that integrates both school experiences and learning gained outside 
the school context is needed. The L2 motivational self-system (L2MSS), an 
approach in which motivation is conceptualised as the individuals’ capacity 
to envision themselves as proficient speakers of a certain language, has 
previously been proposed in the literature (Dörnyei 2005; 2009). However, 
this system, designed to research L2 learning, does not adequately capture 
multilinguals’ self-based approaches (Henry 2017), especially when these 
learners engage in formal studies of a language they know from an early 
age, like Spanish HL learners.  

The L2MSS contains three main constructs. The first two components, 
the ‘ideal L2 self’ and the ‘ought-to self’—both explained below—have 
generated empirical evidence when it comes to explaining L2 acquisition 
(Al-Hoorie 2018; Boo, Zann & Ryan 2015). The third component, the L2 
learning experience, is defined as “the perceived quality of the learner’s 
engagement with various aspects of the learning process” (Dörnyei 2019b: 
20). It is based on what is experienced in an actual context, with lessons and 
resources, in which the participation of peers, parents and teachers is 
included (Dörnyei 2019b). The L2 learning experience has demonstrated 
powerfully predictive ability of motivated behaviour (2019b) and conse-
quently has a clear role in second/foreign language learning. Nevertheless, 
its importance has often been neglected (Dörnyei 2019b). In the present 

 
1 Multilinguals are those who use three or more languages (Silva-Corvalán 2014: 1). 
2 In Sweden, heritage language learners can attend mother-tongue instruction or learn 
Spanish as a foreign language. Students may also be enrolled in both types of instruction 
(Hyltenstam & Österberg 2010). 
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study, we assume that aspects of the L2 learning experience are crucial to 
investigate the students at hand, who have heterogeneous learning 
trajectories within and outside of formal education. Consequently, our 
research aims for a deeper understanding of the conditions related to the use, 
learning and maintenance of Spanish language skills, especially concerning 
writing.  

The nature of the L2 learning experience is spatial and temporal since 
language learners are real persons “necessarily located in particular cultural 
and historical contexts” (Ushioda 2009: 216). To capture the L2 learning 
experience, the concept of sensitivity to initial conditions will be applied. 
This concept has been used as part of the Complex Dynamic System Theory 
(de Bot 2008) and stems from Chaos Theory (Lorenz 1963). It holds that a 
small change in the initial conditions may generate unpredictable changes in 
the whole system (de Bot 2008). Language, as a complex system, is no 
exception (Larsen-Freeman 1997; 2014). In this study, the initial conditions 
are operationalised as events, changes or conditions that may have triggered 
the learner to move towards enhanced language learning.  

In summary, we aim here to investigate students’ motivation to develop 
and maintain an advanced proficiency level of Spanish, with a special focus 
on their Spanish language learning experiences. Furthermore, given the 
importance of writing to achieve academic success, motivation for writing 
will also be studied. Since motivation for writing cannot be studied in 
isolation it will be studied in relation to motivation to learn Spanish in 
general. The research method is qualitative, and an online questionnaire 
provides background data together with an autobiographical narrative. 
Because of the changing nature of language learning and teaching in a 
multilingual world, our study answers international calls (see, e.g., Douglas 
Fir Group 2016) to work with authentic data from individuals developing 
language skills out of societal and personal needs (Douglas Fir group 2016). 
The participants (n=21) are HL and L3 university students of Spanish 
describing how they learn and use languages in their lives.  

Our research questions are: 
1. In terms of the L2MSS, how are the Spanish ideal and ought-to selves 
expressed in the participants’ answers and in their autobiographical 
narratives?  
2. In terms of the L2MSS, how is the Spanish learning experience expressed 
in the participants’ answers and in their autobiographical narratives?  
3. How do the students’ feelings towards and thoughts about their writing 
relate to their Spanish language learning experience and their motivational 
selves? 

2. Theoretical background 
In the following sections, the L2MSS is presented, in particularly the L2 
learning experience (2.1), the motivation to maintain and develop language 
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skills, especially in a HL (2.2) and finally, studies on motivation to improve 
writing are presented (2.3). 

2.1 The L2MSS and difficulties in approaching the L2 learning 
experience 
In L2 research, motivation is defined as a goal-oriented action. It explains 
why we start learning something, and how persistent and intense this 
learning is (Dörnyei & Ryan 2015). Motivation is dynamic and changes 
over time (MacIntyre, Baker & Sparling 2017), and is said to be context-
dependent and situation-bound (Ushioda 2009).  

For decades, motivation for acquiring languages was analysed according 
to Gardner's socio-educational model, which was the dominant theory 
(Gardner 1985). This model distinguishes between integrative motive, that is 
the wish to approach the target language culture and speakers; instrumental 
motivation, which corresponds to external demands and expectations; and 
integrative motivation, which refers to inner motivation.  

The L2MSS (Dörnyei 2005; 2009) is based on two psychological 
theories: the construction of possible selves (Markus & Nurius 1986) and 
self-discrepancy theory (Higgins 1987). According to Higgins (1987), 
motivation arises when a person senses a gap between present and future 
selves that is not too large. This insight makes the person put energy into 
learning. In other words, the motivation to learn a language can be 
conceptualised as the individuals’ capacity to envision themselves as 
proficient speakers of a certain language. As already stated, the L2MSS 
includes the ideal L2 self, which corresponds to the learner’s intrapersonal 
and emotional disposition towards the language; the ought-to self, which is 
the pragmatic, external driving force to learn (that is demands and 
expectations from oneself, school, parents, friends, peers); and the L2 
learning experience, as defined above (Dörnyei 2019b: 20).   

In the L2MSS, these selves are future-oriented guides, whereas the L2 
learning experience is context-bound and therefore dependent on 
individuals’ feelings and experiences in contact with the language and its 
users. In recent studies on motivation, the L2 language learning experience 
has been pointed out as an important but often neglected factor in 
interpreting and discussing findings on motivation and language use (Czisér 
2019; Dörnyei 2019b). A conceivable reason for this neglect may be the 
difficulties connected to the operationalisation of the learning experience, 
since it is complex, heterogeneous and changing over time. Indeed, 
experiences are individual and hard to generalise or simplify. Ushioda 
(2009: 216) points out that even when context and learning experiences are 
integrated in a theory of motivation, they are often considered independent 
variables and beyond individual agency. Therefore, Ushioda (2009) presents 
another way to understand context in relation to motivation, suggesting that 
a person’s beliefs and perceptions regarding language learning are “person-
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in-context-dependent” and not “context-independent” (2009: 215). Thus, 
motivation assessed by future-oriented self-guides may change in relation to 
a person’s experiences. The issue of changes in motivation over time is also 
problematised by Thorsen, Henry and Cliffordson (2017: 588), who argue 
that the discrepancies between the current and future selves have not yet 
been sufficiently operationalised in the L2MSS. The current self is defined 
as a person’s present self-perception (Thorsen et al. 2017). Motivation can 
arise in an attempt to reconcile potential future-oriented selves with the 
present self, according to Higgins’ Self Discrepancy Theory (1987). 
However, despite the importance of the current self for the L2MSS, this 
notion has not been sufficiently explained, nor the present/future 
discrepancy that it creates, according to Thorsen et al. (2017).  

The L2MSS acknowledges the complexity of studying motivation. In 
recent years, several scholars have formulated the need to account for the 
dynamic and complex nature of learning as a result of a motivated behaviour 
(Dörnyei, MacIntyre & Henry 2014; Henry 2017). To this end, researchers 
in the field of Complex Dynamic System Theory (CDST) have suggested 
that a non-linear perspective, and a broader view of the different phenomena 
underlying complex systems such as motivation, may promote a more 
profound understanding of how motivation works. To approach motivation 
and do justice to its changing nature, there is a call for further qualitative 
studies that allow for the inclusion of aspects not yet considered. One such 
aspect is the L2 learning experience, which has proven to be “not only a 
strong predictor of various criterion measures but … often the most 
powerful predictor of motivated behaviour” (Dörnyei 2019b: 19). However, 
studies concerning the L2 learning experience have been criticised because 
they neglect the heterogeneous learning contexts where today’s students 
learn languages as well as previous learning experiences or language skills 
acquired outside school, through family or naturally occurring language 
exchange. 

Despite criticism, numerous studies have indicated the L2 learning is 
crucial for understanding motivation (Dörnyei 2019b: 22). Indeed, it was the 
most powerful predictor of high levels of the ideal L2 self in English, among 
many variables in a study by You and Dörnyei (2016), where it 
outperformed the other two constructs of the L2MSS in terms of 
predictability. Lamb (2012) found that the L2 learning experience explained 
the difference in motivation and L2 proficiency in a rural setting compared 
to an urban setting in a study of Chinese learners of English. Oyserman and 
James (2009) conducted a study on the importance of circumstances for the 
elaboration of selves. In sum, one conclusion of these studies is the need for 
further research on the L2 learning experience and its relation to the 
psychological theories behind the L2MSS. 
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2.2 Motivation to maintain and develop language skills 
Regarding multilinguals and their likelihood of maintaining early childhood 
language skills, high levels of motivation have proved necessary to develop 
the weaker language(s) in their repertoire (Montrul 2010). However, few 
studies address multilinguals’ motivation. Family heritage can be decisive 
for the choice of language studies, but not necessarily for the learning 
outcome. Olsen (2018) compared the L2MSS (the ideal L2 selves, the 
ought-to selves, the L2 learning experience, instrumentality, integrativeness 
and non L2-goals) of 1) HL and non-HL learners of Maori3 and 2) HL and 
non-HL learners of foreign languages (FL) (such as Russian and Spanish) in 
New Zealand. They found, on the one hand, that HL learners of Maori 
showed motivation in line with the L2MSS in a more extensive and complex 
way than the non-HL learners studying Maori. They measured positively on 
all the motivational variables of the L2MSS, including the L2 learning 
experience, which was measured as attitudes towards the learning situation 
in university context (Olsen 2018: 290). On the other hand, in the same 
study, similar results were found when comparing HL with learners of other 
FLs studied in the context of New Zealand. Notably, these results showed 
no significant differences between the groups regarding the L2 learning 
experience. According to these findings, HL status seems related to 
motivation as defined by the L2MSS. The status of the target language, and 
its importance in the surrounding society, also seems important for the 
motivational profile of the HL speaker. Two other studies comparing HL 
and FL learners of Chinese (Noels 2005) and German (Comanaru & Noels 
2009) indicate that for all learners, but especially HL learners of these 
languages, the studied language is an important aspect of the self-concept. In 
other words, HL learners’ Ideal L2 self-concept implies that they appreciate 
the HL as a part of who they are. Kim et al. (2017) came to a similar 
conclusion in a case study of seven Korean HL speakers in the US who 
negotiated their HL identities with highly varying degrees of motivation. 
Contact with actual or imagined HL communities proved to be an important 
aspect of motivation, something also observed in other studies, such as 
Mikulski’s (2006) and Yanguas (2010) studies of Hispanic HL speakers in 
the US. Yanguas (2010) found that integrativeness was the most powerful 
indicator of motivation for HL speakers of Spanish. Integrativeness is a 
notion introduced by Gardner (1985) which refers to positive attitudes 
towards the community of speakers of the studied language, which in the 
L2MSS is a part of the ideal L2 self (Dörnyei 2019a). A similar result was 
presented by Geisherik (2004) in her study on HL learners of Russian.   

Indeed, self-conceptions and identity processes seem to be narrowly 
linked to a speaker's motivation to develop and maintain their HL. 
Thompson (2020) arrives at the conclusion that negative attitudes and a 

 
3 The teaching of Maori took place in a part of the country where Maori is spoken, which 
may also explain the importance to the L2 learning experience.  
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language’s low status in society can lead to low levels of motivation. Thus, 
not all early multilinguals experience positive effects from learning more 
languages. In the US, Spanish multilingual speakers more often develop the 
opposite attitude, referred to as a contentedly bilingual self (Thompson 
2020; see also Henry 2017 for further details), which is a self-conception 
without the motivation to improve a language or to learn other languages. A 
similar tendency has been found among Swedish multilingual students who 
are highly proficient in English but have low motivation to learn a L3 
(Henry 2012). These examples show how different self-concepts interact 
with each other and with the learning context. Furthermore, a study by Ball 
and Ellis (2008) showed that identity, learning context, and writing are 
closely related, and when a person learns and uses a new discourse, a new 
identity is also adopted. In line with this, Leeman and Serafini (2020) in a 
study conducted with mixed groups of Spanish L2 and HL learners of 
Spanish, found that students’ self-perceptions and identities reflected 
language ideologies and broader educational discourses. In this sense, HL 
speakers are seen by others as those who have an easy way into Spanish 
studies, whereas L2 learners are seen as the ones who slow down the speed 
and quality of the Spanish language classroom.  

2.3 Motivation to improve writing 
We know, from our experience teaching Spanish as well as the literature, 
that academic writing is quite demanding for students in general (Bazerman 
2016; Holm & Laursen 2011; Källkvist & Hult 2016; Miller, Mitchell, 
Thomas & Pessoa 2014), and especially for students writing in a language 
they have not mastered (Grosjean 2010), like multilingual writers who 
develop writing competence in several languages (Hornberger 1989; 2002; 
2004). Writing in Spanish at university level in Sweden implies a 
development of multilingual literacy, since previous knowledge of writing 
both in Swedish and in English is required to enrol in Spanish studies at 
university level. As stated above, the groups of Spanish learners are 
heterogeneous, with various degrees of preparedness and past experiences. 
According to Ball and Ellis (2008), such experiences can influence the 
motivation to write in different ways, strengthening or weakening self-
confidence. Furthermore, students’ motivation to develop writing responds 
to social contexts of possibilities for biliteracy (Gentil 2011). Besides, the 
context represented by language policy documents can have a negative 
effect on a person’s self-confidence. According to Strömberg Jämsvi (2019: 
221), multilingual students’ self-perceptions are influenced negatively by 
the description of multilingualism in terms of deficiency in Swedish 
language policy documents. Thus, the L2 learning experience and students 
perceptions may, in this sense, be crucial to understanding their willingness 
to improve their writing. 
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Regarding L2 writing, several studies (Ghaith 2019; Haagensen 2007; 
Kormos 2012) have found that motivation and cognitive variables explain 
much of the varying degrees of L2 writing improvement. However, HL 
speakers' motivation for writing remains a research gap. In a recent study, 
Hanson Seibert (2019) investigated the self-regulated motivation of Spanish 
FL and HL speakers in their development of Spanish writing skills to 
identify ways of enhancing motivation. The participants’ context in Hanson 
Seibert’s study was similar to the context of our students, that is, the 
teaching of academic writing was mainly designed for FL learners. Thus, the 
author highlights that writing abilities and motivation vary as a function of 
students’ previous contact with the Spanish language, either as HL or FL 
learners. Hanson Seibert’s results indicate significant differences between 
the groups in terms of extrinsic motivation and levels of confidence. 
According to the author, HL learners exhibit greater confidence and 
extrinsic motivation than FL learners (Hanson Seibert 2019: 205).  

Furthermore, motivation in HL learners has been studied by Torres, 
Estremera and Sherez (2019), but in relation to proficiency levels. Torres et 
al. (2019) conducted a study that showed that motivation measured 
according to the L2MSS (the ideal L2 self and the ought-to self) seems to 
explain the variation in proficiency levels, together with a set of other 
individual differences, such as anxiety and willingness to communicate.  

Finally, within the Swedish university context, L3/HL writing in 
academic settings has been researched by Donoso, Österberg and Sologuren 
(2021), but this study does not elaborate on motivation. Despite these 
findings, the area of motivation and HL writing has somehow been 
neglected, even though motivation has been viewed as one of the most 
important individual factors determining the quality of writing skills (Jang 
& Lee 2018; Kormos 2012). 

3. Method, participants and materials  
In the following sections, the design of the questionnaire (3.1), the data 
collection and the participants (3.2), the data from the autobiographical 
narratives (3.3), the analytical categories (3.4) and ethical considerations 
(3.5) are described. Finally, the validity and reliability of the study are 
discussed (3.6). 

3.1 The questionnaire 
A combined background and motivation questionnaire has been designed to 
assess autobiographical data on age of onset of Spanish- and Swedish 
acquisition/learning and self-estimated proficiency together with an 
autobiographical narrative on the informants’ L2 learning experiences of all 
their languages during their lifetime. The questionnaire consists of 53 
questions, but only 16 are considered pertinent for this study (see Appendix 
I). 
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The questionnaire builds on Thorsen et al. (2017), Henry and Thorsen 
(2018) and Serafini (2013). It contains multiple-choice questions or 
utterances assessed using Likert scales4. In addition, four open-ended 
questions are posed providing the students the opportunity to elaborate on 
their Spanish-language learning trajectories. The questionnaire is 
complemented by a narrative task (an autobiographical narrative) at the end 
of the questionnaire.  

The multiple-choice questions measure topics such as linguistic 
background, proficiency, current selves and the ideal Spanish and Spanish 
ought-to-self. Table 1 shows how the different topics relate to the 
questionnaires that have guided the formulation of the items. 

Table 1. Topics of the close-ended questions of the questionnaire 

Topic Question Source 

Linguistic background Q5 Loosely based on Serafini 
(2013) 
  

Proficiency scales, Spanish  Q12, Q20 

Proficiency scales, Swedish Q26 

Proficiency scales, English Q28 

Current Spanish self Q21, Q22, Q25 Loosely based on Thorsen et al. 
(2017). 

Current Swedish self Q27 

Current English self Q29 

Spanish ideal and ought-to 
selves 

 Q33, Q41 Loosely based on Henry and 
Thorsen (2018) 

 
In the autobiographical narrative task, respondents describe their 
experiences learning the various languages in their lives. To facilitate this, 

 
4 The Likert scales have seven levels ranging from 1 (‘strongly disagree”) to 7 (“strongly 
agree”), see further footnote, Appendix 1. The seven-level design was chosen to enable a 
nuanced description of the different proficiency and motivational scales. The possibility to 
respond “neutral” was provided to give ample possibilities to answer. Only one item (Q8) 
has five levels, and is to be considered an exception and early mistake in questionnaire 
design. Despite this, Q8 answers are useful.  
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respondents could write in Swedish, English or Spanish. The use of 
autobiographical narratives to analyse motivation is well established (see 
e.g., Serafini 2020, Thompson 2020, Ushioda & Dörnyei 2012: 402, Yung 
2018 and Österberg 2008). The wording of the last item is as follows: 

Please choose a language (Swedish, Spanish or English) and tell your story about 
how you have learnt and how you use the different languages in your life. Try to 
be as detailed and exhaustive as possible but try also to exclude personal data 
such as names of schools, villages or cities where you have lived and important 
friends. This is thought to be a text so feel free to start, leave and go back to this 
text before submitting your answer.  

The choice to present items assessed by Likert scales in the first part of the 
questionnaire was intentional, to ensure that similar data were collected, 
and, more importantly, to activate and make explicit the participants’ beliefs 
about learning Spanish and other languages, which, in turn, was intended to 
spur the final autobiographical narrative.  

3.2 Data collection 
Data were sampled from undergraduate students enrolled in Spanish studies 
at two Swedish universities, many of whom were in teacher education 
programmes for (upper) secondary school. Sampling was made twice in 
2021, first in May, at the end of the Spring term, and again in October, in 
the middle of the Autumn term. The invitations to participate were 
distributed through the university course platforms and were intended to 
reach all undergraduate students in Spanish. The total number of Spanish 
students invited to the study has been estimated at 150. Far from all of these 
students were 100 per cent active in studies at the time of sampling, which 
may have contributed to the low response rate, as well as the sampling’s 
timing at the end of the term. Approximately 15 per cent of the students 
responded and received a link to the questionnaire. To reach more 
participants, some students who recently finished their studies (n=5) were 
also invited to participate. In sum, a convenience sampling was conducted 
throughout the data collection.  

The questionnaire was administered to 31 students of whom 23 
completed it. Several reminders were sent via the survey tool (Survey and 
report). Table 2 shows the sample and the response rate. 
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Table 2. Data collection, participants and response rates 

Call/ 
Invitation 

Total 
number of 
participants 

Respon-
ses 

Valid 
respon-
ses 

Discarded 
responses 

Response 
rate/ 
total 
number 
of invited 
partici-
pants 

Response 
rate/ 
partici-
pants 

-May 14 9 8 1 9% 64% 

October 17 14 13 1 28% 82% 

Total 31 23 21 2 15% 74% 

 
Responses from participants who learned Swedish after puberty (n=1) were 
excluded from the study to ensure that all participants had studied Spanish 
in the Swedish school system. As shown in Appendix II, the group of HL 
speakers consists of 9 participants exposed to Spanish from birth and to 
Swedish early (at preschool age), and 2 participants in contact with Spanish 
since birth who acquired/learned Swedish between 7 and 13 years of age. 
The group of L3 Spanish learners consists of 10 participants who began 
formal Spanish education between ages 12 and 15. All participants, both 
Spanish HL and L3 speakers, meet the course entry requirement of English 
proficiency, and therefore, as a whole, they are labelled as multilingual 
speakers (the term L3 is chosen for those who have learned Spanish through 
formal education since they have already learnt, at least, English). The 
uneven gender representation (4 males and 17 females) reflects proportions 
typical of language courses at university (Nordenstam 2003). 

In Figure 1 (section 3.4), we provide the categories used to capture our 
participants’ lifetime contact with Swedish and Spanish. LE-SP means that 
the person was born and raised in a Spanish-speaking country, while LE-
NSP the opposite, i.e., “not born or raised in a Spanish-speaking country”. 
LE-F indicates Spanish acquired in Sweden in the family context, which is 
the case for most of the HL participants in this study, since they were born 
in Sweden. The participants received pseudonyms based on their linguistic 
background. The L3 speakers were given names that began with T and the 
HL speakers’ pseudonyms began with H.  

The students self-estimated their overall proficiency in Spanish. This is a 
subjective way of measuring proficiency that has been used in many studies 
(see, e.g., Ling, Elliot, Burstein, McCaffrey, MacArthur & Holtzman 2021). 
The students rated their proficiency as high (see Appendix III), which was 
expected, as they were enrolled in university courses in Spanish. The results 
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from the responses to a five-level Likert scale have been recalculated in 
order to fit a seven-level Likert scale. The HL speakers present the highest 
average (HL: 6.23), while the L3 speakers rate their proficiency a bit lower 
(L3: 4.62). The average of all participants is 5.46. 

As regards self-rated proficiency in writing, the average of the whole 
group was 5.8 on a seven-level Likert scale. The participants consider the 
development of writing skills in Spanish to be important both from a 
pragmatic and from a personal perspective. One HL speaker, Hulda, rates 
the importance of developing writing skills as high for professional reasons, 
while another HL speaker, Hugo, seems more personally oriented. The 
background data offer a source of information that will be used in the 
discussion.  

3.3 The data from the autobiographical narratives 
The corpus of written narratives includes 21 texts with a total of 8,136 
words. The average word count of the texts is 387 (range 83–1,227). We are 
aware that the fact that the respondents only took the questionnaire once 
may affect the results, increasing the significance of incidental factors such 
as tiredness or loss of focus. Therefore, we permitted students to take breaks 
while responding to the questionnaire and return at a later point to finish it. 
More important than the repeated tasks of this study’s longitudinal design 
has been our intention to avoid respondents complying with or intuitively 
adapt answers to the researchers’ agenda. Therefore, we preferred not 
repeating the research task and consider one autobiographical text per 
person sufficient for the study’s scope.  

Respondents chose to write narratives in Swedish (13), Spanish (7), and 
in one case both Swedish and Spanish (1). Two participants (Hila and 
Horacio) chose to write about their learning of Swedish. Hila mentioned 
Spanish as important for the acquisition of Swedish. 

3.4 Analytical categories  
Following Braun and Clarke’s thematic analysis (2006), we have identified 
the different selves and the Spanish language learning experience through a 
deductive procedure in which the different constructs—the ideal L2 self5, 
the ought-to self6, and the L2 learning experience7—are identified. In the 
analysis, these constructs are labelled Spanish ideal self, Spanish ought-to 
self and Spanish learning experience, since the term ‘L2’ might be 
misleading when referring to HL learners and L3 learners. The current self8 

 
5 See Examples 1–3. 
6 For an example of the ought-to self, see Example 4.  
7 We use the ideal L2 self and the L2 learning experience, terms used in previous 
research. Thus, when referring to the L2 ideal self and the L2 learning experience, we are 
actually referring to the participants under study. 
8 For an example of the current self, see Example 7. 
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has also been tagged, since it has been pointed out as important for the 
operationalisation of the L2MSS (Thorsen et al. 2017).  

As regards the Spanish ideal self, the ought-to self and the current self, 
the absence, vague presence or explicit and detailed presence of each 
concept in the texts was noted. Anytime a value was expressed as being 
connected to the informant’s images, emotions and ideas about themselves 
as a speaker of Spanish, the utterance was tagged. Descriptions clearly 
related to the future were tagged as a Spanish ideal self. If the self is 
described as a future self in the past, it will be noted as Spanish ideal self in 
the past. If it rather relates to a present, already achieved status, it will be 
considered a current self.  

We use the notion of sensitivity to initial conditions, in accordance with 
the CDST (Larsen-Freeman 2014), in our thematic analysis of the 
narratives. To understand how sensitivity to initial conditions works, we 
have decided to mark the initial conditions that emerge in the narratives. 
These initial conditions may correspond to events, changes or conditions 
which the learner interprets as crucial for a change or move towards 
enhanced language learning. In the present analysis, initial conditions can be 
expressed with different degrees of commitment towards what is expressed. 
We have categorised them as neutral (IC-NEUTRAL), positive (IC-
POSITIVE) or negative (IC-NEGATIVE). 

In addition to the above, and as a part of the Spanish language learning 
experience, we have also taken into consideration our students’ language use 
and learning environment. Since learning is context dependent, both aspects 
are of importance. Thus, we have considered experiences within and outside 
of the classroom. Below, we explain how we identified the above-mentioned 
categories in the narratives. 

The learning environment is where learning has taken place. LE-F means 
that Spanish is acquired in the family context. LE-EARLITT indicates that 
early literacy in Spanish is acquired in school. LE-HLI refers to HL 
instruction classes while LE-L3 stands for third language instruction (so 
called Foreign Language instruction). 

Language use is described as a part of family life (USE-FAM), or contact 
with friends (USE-FRIENDS). USE-ENT indicates Spanish used for 
entertainment, such as watching films, reading, etc. USE-LEARN indicates 
the learner uses the language as a medium to learn the language (see 
Example 8). USE-PROF indicates using Spanish at the workplace, USE-
STUD indicates using Spanish when studying and USE-TRAVEL indicates 
using Spanish when travelling. Finally, language used for writing has been 
coded USE-WRITE. 

Figure 1 summarises how the Spanish language learning experience is 
investigated in our data, and what abbreviations are used. The Spanish 
language learning experience consists of the initial condition, the learning 
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environment and language use. These categories will be further analysed in 
relation to writing later in this article.  

 

 
Figure 1. The components of the Spanish language learning experience 

3.5 Ethical considerations 
The questionnaire was preceded by a request for informed consent. The 
respondents were instructed not to include personal data or names in the 
written tasks. Any personal, identifiable data in the narratives were omitted. 
The respondents could terminate their participation in the study at any point. 
Altogether, the study follows the Swedish Research Council’s 
recommendations on good research practices (Vetenskapsrådet 2017). 

3.6 Validity and reliability 
To internally validate the results, the multiple-choice questions were based 
on previously used and validated questionnaires. The answers were used to 
control for and warrant the validity of the coding of open-ended questions 
and the narratives. However, and even though the qualitative analyses to be 
performed in this study may show tendencies when comparing the two 
groups, our aim is not to generalize the results.  

Reliability aspects have been considered when analysing the data by 
engaging all the researchers in the team. Consequently, when identifying the 
interpretative categories presented in Figure 1, these have been elaborated in 
an explorative and iterative way by the research team.  

Another reliability aspect is related to the selection of the participants, 
since the most motivated students may be those who respond to our call. We 
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are aware of this risk. Nonetheless, we deem that the reliability of the data is 
not seriously affected by the positive bias, which is inevitable when the aim 
is to investigate motivation among university students of Spanish.  

4. Analysis 
The analysis is presented in several steps to respond to the research 
questions. In 4.1 (see RQ1), we present how the Spanish ideal and ought-to 
selves emerge in the closed-ended questions and in the narratives. In 4.2 
(see RQ2), we present how the Spanish learning experience emerges, 
analysed thematically in accordance with the categories described in 3.4. In 
4.3 (see RQ3), the participants' feelings towards and thoughts about their 
writing are related to their learning experience. 

4.1 The emergence of the selves in the multiple-choice questions and 
narratives 
The results of the multiple-choice questions are presented in Appendix IV 
indicating that the two groups show similar results. HL speakers present 
higher average values regarding daily use of Spanish (HL: 5.8 compared to 
L3: 3.5). Both groups show similar results regarding the current, ideal and 
ought-to Spanish selves. 

Upon assessing the narratives, some interesting results appear. 13 
participants (n=7 L3, n=6 HL) express selves of different kinds. Two L3 
speakers and one HL speaker express more than one self (Tuva, an L3 
speaker of Spanish, expresses four different kinds).  

Regarding the Spanish ideal self, eight participants (n= 5 L3, n=3 HL) 
see themselves using Spanish in the future. They differ in the degree of 
detail with which they describe their visualisations and desires for their 
future selves. Examples of these visualisations can be observed in the 
descriptions of Thea and Hilda9. Thea, a Spanish L3 speaker, says, for 
instance:  

Ex. 1. In the future, I see myself travelling a lot to Spain, using Spanish to talk 
with my au pair friends in Germany and using Spanish in my profession as a high 
school teacher of Swedish and Spanish. (Thea) 

Like many other participants, Hilda writes:  

Ex. 2. Right now, I’m dreaming of going away to Spain or South America and 
I’m longing for the time when I can travel and thus practice my spoken Spanish 
with different people in different cultures. (Hilda) 

 
9 The quotes were originally written in either Swedish or Spanish. The translations are our 
own. 
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These excerpts share a high degree of visualisation of the future self in 
relation to contact with other Spanish speakers. The possibility of travelling 
to a Spanish-speaking country and being immersed in the Spanish-speaking 
world seems highly attractive for almost all participants, regardless of 
whether they are L3 or HL speakers. Notably, those who rely on a more 
pragmatic relation with the Spanish language, most of whom are L3 Spanish 
learners, generally express a strong desire to improve their language skills, 
but lack opportunities to integrate the Spanish language in their lives, like 
Tanja, a Spanish L3 speaker, who writes: 

Ex. 3. I would like to use Spanish more in my everyday life but I have few 
people whom I can speak Spanish with, which makes me afraid of losing my 
skills. (Tanja) 

Unsurprisingly, the pragmatic reasons to study Spanish, which reflect the 
ought-to self, revolve around the importance of improving language skills to 
ensure future professional competence since participants are studying to 
become language teachers. However, in several cases, the ought-to self also 
coincides with a strong desire to become a competent Spanish speaker in the 
future for reasons that are not purely professional. In other words, pragmatic 
reasons for improving one’s language skills do not seem to exclude non-
pragmatic reasons which are more or less clearly related to a visualisation of 
an ideal L2-self.  

As illustrated in the following example, three HL speakers explain that 
they study Spanish to help their children. This motivation is interpreted as 
an ought-to self:  

Ex. 4. I want to improve my Spanish for personal reasons. I have a daughter who 
is interested in learning Spanish and I want to give her as much support as 
possible. (Hugo)  

Tuva expresses one Spanish ideal self and one ought-to self in the past. The 
same participant also explains the benefit of knowing other languages—not 
only Spanish, but languages in general. They agreed with Tara and Tilde. 

Ex. 5. Learning languages is for me the best gift you can give yourself, because it 
just keeps giving. (Tuva) 

Regarding the current self, some students describe it in terms of identity and 
appreciation. The following examples illustrate the current self: 

Ex. 6. I never abandoned my mother tongue, which is part of who I am and also 
my identity. (Hila) 
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Ex. 7. A large part of my personality is linked to Latin America and Spanish. 
(Tilde) 

Tuva describes her current self with the observation that she is afraid that 
her proficiency will fossilise. 

Ex. 8. I love the Spanish language and I constantly learn new things, 
unfortunately I notice that my language has partly stagnated over the years. 
(Tuva) 

In sum, various possible selves emerge in the students’ narratives. The ideal 
L2 self is tightly connected to the idea of establishing contacts with other 
Spanish speakers. Visualisations of travelling and living abroad are vivid 
among L3 Spanish speakers. Their Spanish ought-to selves coincide with the 
ambition to become a proficient speaker, not only for professional reasons. 
For the HL speakers who have children, the wish to be able to help their 
sons and daughters is interpreted as an ought-to-self.  

4.2 The Spanish language learning experience 
Concerning initial conditions in the narratives, most learners who claim 
significative contact with the language in the past (in form of positive 
feedback from relatives and teachers or challenging experiences that pushed 
them to improve) describe experiencing a ‘trigger’ to develop a strong desire 
to learn Spanish or improve existing language skills. While we do not claim 
a causative linear effect, positive past experiences and positive outcomes in 
the learning itinerary seem somehow related. A clear example of language 
contact functioning as a trigger can be seen in Example 8, from Thea, a 
Spanish L3 speaker: 

Ex. 9. After graduating, I moved to a Spanish city to work (...) as an au pair in a 
Spanish family (...). During that time, I really put my Spanish to the test. I must 
have probably learned up to 20 words a day (...). I got a lot of au pair friends 
from Germany whom I decided to communicate exclusively in Spanish with, and 
I also took a level B2 curso extensivo for au pairs at a school there. When I left, 
my self-confidence in oral communication was incredible. (Thea) 

Five participants point out the role of a teacher in learning Spanish as a 
foreign language, an experience that has been categorised as an initial 
condition. These five participants are all L3 speakers of Spanish. They all 
use Spanish to learn more about the language. Tuva has had a negative 
initial condition when learning Spanish in the school context, which she 
uses later on in life in order to create positive learning conditions for 
acquiring Spanish within the teacher education program. In fact, Tuva 
describes a series of initial conditions that made her realise the discrepancies 
between her present language skills and what she wanted to express, leading 
her to feel frustrated and take action. Her end state is not only a Spanish 
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ideal self but a more extensive way of talking about the advantages of 
knowing languages. 

Tilde, Tina and Tuva refer to initial conditions produced in Spanish-
speaking countries, both positive (Tilde and Tuva) and negative. Tina 
describes the frustration of not being able to communicate clearly in a 
restaurant in Spain, an experience given the role of a trigger in her narrative. 
We interpret this as Tina becoming aware of the discrepancy between who 
she was and who she wanted to be, as a speaker of Spanish. In this sense, 
her negative initial condition works as a trigger. Tina’s case is also a good 
example of how the sensitivity to initial condition works.  

Henry, Hugo and Holly describe having children as a trigger for studying 
and improving their Spanish. In the case of Henry, he refers to the 
discrepancy between his current and Spanish ideal self when his child was 
born (“when I became a parent”) and he realized that his Spanish 
proficiency was insufficient to pass the language on. In fact, this moment of 
realization can be interpreted as a negative initial condition, instantiated in 
the past, finally triggering a change that he has extended to the present. In 
the case of Hugo and Holly, on the other hand, their desire to improve their 
Spanish to help their children can be interpreted both as an initial condition 
and as part of a Spanish ought-to self (see Example 4). The difference 
between these three HL speakers may relate to the time point from which 
they consider their need to improve.  

Ex. 10. But Spanish hasn't always been that exciting and the choice to become a 
Spanish teacher is fairly recent. In the years after I moved away from home, I 
noticed how my Spanish was slowly fading away. It was only when I became a 
parent that I realised how much I had lost. So, I chose to become a Spanish 
teacher, partly to improve my native language, but also to be able to teach my 
children better Spanish. (Henry) 

Regarding the category of language environment, Hilma, an HL speaker, 
illustrates how language environment relates to the Spanish language 
experience (Example 11). In her case, she refers to the fact that her parents 
lacked an academic background. As a child, she did not understand how her 
linguistic competences in Spanish, Swedish and English could interact. She 
was frustrated by her lack of language proficiency, which we interpret as a 
lack of metalinguistic knowledge. Overall, she perceives the language 
environment in which she grew up as negative. It seems that she overcame 
this difficulty as an adult when she decided to study Spanish. At the same 
time, her evaluations of the past show how her desire to improve has been 
sensitive to what we interpret as her initial conditions. A negative impact 
from the environment can be inferred from the participants’ narratives when 
they express feelings of isolation in school or society because of the 
languages they speak. This is in line with previous observations made by 
Ball and Ellis (2008) when they explain how a negative status of a language 
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in society can affect a multilingual person’s self-perception in a negative 
way. This is for instance observed when Henry, a HL speaker, says that 
“Spanish hasn’t always been that exciting..” (see example 10) or when 
Hilma describes the difficulties she experienced related to Spanish. Thus, 
the language environment seems to be part of the L2 learning experience, as 
a condition to which speakers relate their learning trajectory.   

Ex. 11. But it is clear to me today that I also had difficulties because neither of 
my Spanish-speaking parents had an academic education. They didn't understand 
how that could help me with the languages or my studies. Then, when English 
entered the picture, it didn't get any easier or harder, but I didn't have much time 
to practise the languages. And all languages meant different things: Spanish was 
my secret language that nobody understood. (Hilma) 

Regarding language use, this category emerges in some of the narratives. 
Six participants explain that they used and use Spanish in the family context, 
except for Hugo. Hugo has no Spanish-speaking friends in his personal 
environment at present. Getting to use the language seems related to the 
participants’ appreciation of their learning process and seems to nurture the 
selves. 

In sum, the L2 learning experience appears to be closely linked to the 
three categories analysed: the initial conditions, the learning environment 
and language use. The results indicate that the L2 language learning 
experience can be understood as connected to language use and experiences 
in the immediate context outside the classroom. 

4.3 Participants’ feelings and thoughts about writing vis-a-vis the 
Spanish learning experience 
All participants said that, for them, develop writing in Spanish was 
important for professional and personal reasons.  

Ex 12. I listen a lot to music with Spanish lyrics and read some fiction in 
Spanish, preferably Mexican authors. I follow societal issues connected mainly to 
Mexico but also other Latin American countries and am interested in history, 
culture and language. I have some friends that I speak Spanish with, but almost 
only via digital channels at the moment. I have a constant longing for Latin 
America and wish I had more friends in Sweden with whom I could speak 
Spanish [...] Language is something that fascinates me and something I am 
passionate about, and that is why I have now chosen to train as a teacher. I want 
to convey that passion to others. (Tilde) 

Two participants deviate from the main pattern, both HL learners. Hugo, 
who does not use Spanish in his daily adult life, enrolled in university 
Spanish courses to develop his writing, a competence he did not develop in 
the family context.  
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Ex 13. I decided to study Spanish in XX at the University of XX to learn how to 
write, something I did not learn at home. (Hugo) 

The birth of his child and his desire to pass on the language and culture 
seems to have guided his decisions, and can be interpreted as initial 
conditions for his action. Hugo was very clear about this when answering 
the Likert-scale questions. His main reason for studying Spanish writing is 
personal (7) rather than professional (5 on the Likert scale). Hulda shows the 
opposite pattern. She expresses some degree of anxiety speaking and writing 
in Spanish. Spanish has been used in the family context, and in school she 
passed all the courses without having to study grammar. Her motivation to 
write in Spanish is mainly professional rather than personal (expressed in 
Q41 in the questionnaire). 

Ex. 14. My first language, which I learned through one of my parents, though I 
didn't grow up in that country but in Sweden, so I learned Spanish and Swedish at 
the same time. I have used Spanish to communicate with my family. Then I had 
mother tongue instruction for a short period up until I turned 7. Then I had it as a 
C language in school. I passed all the courses in high school without practising 
grammar. Then, over the years, I have only visited my home country once a year 
and called/texted my family. (Hulda)  

Hilda describes a growing interest for writing in Spanish that began while 
writing her bachelor thesis. In this case, the thesis may be a possible initial 
condition.  

Ex. 15. Therefore, I cannot say that I developed my Spanish very much during 
that period either. However, I feel that I developed a confidence in being able to 
manage without problems in a Spanish-speaking community. While writing my 
bachelor's thesis in Spanish, I learned an incredible amount and I enjoyed it. 
(Hilda) 

Hillary shows a similar pattern. She experienced a negative initial condition 
when she realized the gap between her oral and written Spanish language 
skills, and between her written skills in English and Swedish. This perceived 
discrepancy serves as a negative initial condition, which motivates her 
interest in learning. 

Ex. 16. I moved to Sweden when I was three years old. At home, we always 
spoke Spanish. At school and with friends I spoke Swedish. Until I graduated, I 
studied and wrote in Swedish or English. This meant that my level of writing in 
Spanish was lower than in English, but I was fluent in Spanish. After graduation I 
travelled abroad and spent one year in England and one year in France. After 
that, I settled in Spain. I worked and lived in Spain for eleven years. After eleven 
years there, my written Spanish was much better because I needed it. (Hillary) 
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In sum, the reasons for a desire to improve writing skills are heterogeneous. 
In some cases, writing itself functions as a trigger. The challenge to write 
complex texts, such as a thesis, seems to constitute a favourable initial 
condition for some students.  

5. Discussion 
In this paper, three research questions have been posed. In terms of the 
L2MSS, how do Spanish L3 learners and Spanish Heritage language 
learners describe their Spanish ideal and ought-to selves and their Spanish 
language learning experiences in relation to using and learning or 
maintaining Spanish in their autobiographical narratives? How do the 
students’ feelings towards and thoughts about their writing relate to their 
Spanish learning experience and their motivational selves? 

With regards to the first question, the results reveal that some 
participants, independently of the group they belong to, have pragmatic 
reasons for studying Spanish (ought-to self) which partly overlap with their 
personal desire to improve their Spanish language skills (Spanish ideal self). 
The distinction between these two motivations seems closely linked to 
participants’ opportunities for natural language experiences, that is 
conversing with other Spanish speakers and in contexts outside the formal 
educational system, which is the norm rather than an exception for the HL 
speakers, who use Spanish outside school. When analysing the HL and the 
L3 participants’ desire to communicate with other Spanish speakers, it 
seems a pragmatically and instrumentally motivated goal as well as an 
integral part of the Spanish ideal self. Dörnyei (2005), distinguishes between 
two aspects of the ought-to self, a promotional (constructive) side, very 
similar to the ideal L2 self, and a preventive (evasive) side of 
instrumentality, which may lead to a less-motivated behaviour. Further, the 
ought-to selves deployed in the narratives, that is the pragmatic reasons for 
enrolling in a university course in Spanish, imply use of Spanish to learn 
and develop oral and written skills. In their narratives, participants describe 
a triggering effect on motivation which they perceive to result from the 
intense learning activity. In other words, the L2 learning experience itself 
seems to trigger motivation, which has also been observed by Gentil (2011). 

In parallel, the participants assign high value to the Spanish ideal self. A 
highly valued identity as a Spanish speaker is not only important for the HL 
but also for the L3 speakers. These results are in line with Noels (2005) and 
Comanaru and Noels (2009). The question arises whether these selves are 
constructed in the same way and whether childhood experiences of several 
languages change how self-perception develops. The L3 learners express 
their selves as a ‘becoming’ while the HL learners describe themselves as 
‘being’. 

The ideal L2 and ought-to selves can be accounted for in the past (see 
Example 9) and are often referred to in explaining the repeated pattern of 
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participants’ discrepancy-reducing trajectories (Thorsen et al. 2017). This is 
particularly clear in some narratives that express several selves, with no 
notable differences observed between groups. 

The participants often describe their Spanish-language competence in the 
present and as a part of a current self. The same holds for the perceived 
benefits of their language competences. In this sense, descriptions of the 
present and the future selves overlap, possibly because participants are in a 
dynamic period of learning. However, the benefits are not solely related to 
Spanish, but, for some learners, also linked to competences in other 
languages. This is clearly the case with the L3 speakers as well as some HL 
speakers. A question for future research concerns the nature of the selves 
observed in the present study. What is the significance of the current self for 
motivation? Are other ideal selves at play, in addition to those linked to a 
separate L2? What are the characteristic traits of the selves that a HL 
speaker expresses? These questions remain to be answered and are beyond 
the scope of this study. 

With regards to the second research question on the L2 learning 
experience, initial conditions are present in the narratives and are expressed 
with negative, neutral or positive values. Interestingly, initial conditions 
perceived as negative are described by some participants as leading to 
motivated behaviours. The initial condition seems to have the capacity to 
raise awareness of shortcomings and discrepancies. Positive initial 
conditions are described by the participants in terms of conditions which 
gave them guidance and orientation.  

For the L3 speakers, the teacher often appears as a positive initial 
condition, having confirmed skills and successful learning. Interestingly, 
this initial condition is not found among the HL speakers; rather, the HL 
speakers tend to refer to family as a positive initial condition and to 
pragmatic reasons for studying Spanish. Hilma alone describes a lack of 
support in her immediate context, in her case from her parents. The HL 
speakers in our study do not mention any confirmation by teachers to 
encourage successful language learning. A similar observation is made by 
Leeman and Serafini (2020), who point out that HL speakers in the US 
usually are expected to fully master their HL and are considered to take the 
easy way out if they choose to study Spanish in mixed groups. This may 
deflate their self-perceptions, with a negative effect on their desire to 
improve. Nevertheless, if given the opportunity to work with meaningful 
and challenging tasks, these students may develop optimally. 

Regarding our third research question, the topic of writing is present in 
the questionnaire, but the students do not always develop this theme in their 
narratives. Writing is an important part of university studies in Spanish and 
in teacher education. Since writing is not learnt in the family context, but 
developed in instructional settings, the confirmation and encouragement 
given in formal instruction need to be studied more thoroughly, especially 
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when considering that the HL and L3 students in this study describe their 
school experiences in different ways. Interestingly, some participants 
describe the development of writing as rewarding. For one of the HL 
speakers, Hugo, it is the reason for engaging in Spanish studies. Thus, when 
presented with stimulating writing tasks, some HL speakers in our study 
seem to develop most. One pedagogical implication is that teachers must 
create challenging tasks to generate positive feelings of success, not only for 
L3 speakers but also for HL speakers. 

As our results indicate, L3 and HL learners’ motivation to develop 
written competencies in Spanish can be investigated in terms of the L2MSS, 
and examples of Spanish ideal and ought-to selves are found in both groups. 
However, the operationalisation of the selves and their terminology needs to 
be elaborated when researching motivation, especially if a comparison 
between HL and L3 speakers is to be made. In our study, although results 
for the HL group showed more internal variance compared to the L3 
speakers, the close-ended questions in the questionnaire showed tendencies 
to ceiling effects. A closer analysis of the Spanish ideal self also indicates 
some differences in how the self is constructed. Roughly speaking, the HL 
learners describe their Spanish ideal selves as what they are while the L3 
learners describe it as something they have become. Further, when students' 
entire learning trajectories are considered, the Spanish current and ideal 
selves seem to merge at a certain point. In other words, for our students 
(multilinguals enrolled in advanced language courses), the gap between the 
current self and the ideal self is small. When describing who they are at 
present, most descriptions are very robust and include clearly depicted 
Spanish ideal selves.  

Regarding the Spanish learning experience, an extended definition of the 
L2 learning experience that considers the students’ initial conditions (which 
took part in the past and present, within and outside of school) is necessary 
to account for differences among the selves between the groups. 
Experiences of encouragement and recognition seem linked to the construal 
of selves and need more research. Our results point in the same direction as 
those of Ball and Ellis (2008) and Thompson (2020), who found that the 
negative status of a HL might be related to a negative self-construction.  

Finally, a methodological challenge has been observed, since mostly 
high motivated students have answered our call. An inevitable positive bias 
has been detected in the data, an issue not easily solved. Future research 
may consider broadening the recruitment of participants if the intention is to 
investigate students from lower academic levels. Further on, reliability has 
been achieved since the coding and analysis of the narratives was built on 
the combined measures of multiple-choice and open-ended questions. The 
narratives turned out to be a fruitful way of studying motivation and writing 
in high achieving learners, since data present a range of different topics and 
content which would be difficult to assess using questionnaires.  
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6. Concluding remarks 
This study aimed to investigate students’ motivation to develop and 
maintain an advanced proficiency level of Spanish, with a special focus on 
their Spanish language learning experiences. Their motivation for writing 
was also studied.  

The thematic analysis of the autobiographical narratives revealed 
Spanish ideal, ought-to and current selves. Most participants described how, 
at a certain point in their learning trajectories, initial conditions seemed to 
trigger their awareness of a discrepancy between who they were and who 
they wished to be. As expected, Spanish learning experiences were depicted 
as tightly connected to formal and informal contexts in which students learnt 
and used Spanish. Thus, the idea that the L2 learning experience is related to 
language use as such also finds support. The participants describe how they 
use the language, for example, in a family context or when studying. These 
notions of the initial condition, learning environment and language use 
contributed to the understanding of the Spanish learning experience. A 
temporal perspective was clearly depicted, and discrepancy-reducing 
trajectories were confirmed. 

Contact with the linguistic community, either through family or when 
travelling, stimulates the future self-guides in a positive way and needs 
further investigation. For the L3 speakers, a language teacher often 
contributed to their efforts to improve their Spanish, not only at a triggering 
state but also over time. 

As regards the possible link between motivation and writing, the material 
indicates that writing is perceived as a challenge, and that it is a competence 
acquired in school. All students valued highly their intentions to develop 
writing skills. Some participants described how writing challenges 
encountered in the educational setting, such as writing academic texts, 
contributed to their current selves in positive ways.  

The results indicate that the L2 learning experience can be studied in 
terms of the notions of initial conditions, learning environment and language 
use. The findings imply that it is possible to understand the L2 learning 
experience as including the immediate context outside the classroom, and 
not only school experiences. In fact, this seems to be the case with the HL 
speakers’ Spanish learning experience especially. Therefore, the 
characteristic traits of the L2 learning experience need to be further 
investigated in future studies. Not only the L2 learning experience, but also 
the notion of sensitivity to initial conditions, including how these trigger and 
nurture the ideal L2 self and the ought-to self, need more attention. 

The discrepancies that participants perceive between the initial 
conditions and the current self seem to make them aware of their need for 
learning. How these discrepancies are perceived and operationalised in the 
L3 and HL learners’ self-perceptions is another project for future studies.  
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Appendix I  
Questions on background data, self-judgement of proficiency and intended effort.  

Question number Wording of the item Response types 

Q5 My strongest language 
is: 

Alternative 

Q12 Estimate your 
proficiency in Spanish 
on the scale below. 

Likert scale 1-510 

Q20 I am good at writing in 
Spanish. 

Likert scale 1-7 

Q21 I use Spanish in contact 
with people outside 
Sweden. 

Likert scale 1-7 

Q22 I use Spanish in my daily 
life in many different 
situations. 

Likert scale 1-7 

Q25 Being able to speak 
Spanish is a part of who 
I am. 

Likert scale 1-7 

Q26 I am good at writing in 
Swedish. 

Likert scale 1-7 

Q27 Being able to speak 
Swedish is a part of who 

Likert scale 1-7 

 
10 This Likert scale 1-5 has written levels. Level 5 has the following wording: “I have a very 
high degree of proficiency. I speak, read and write fluently in Spanish. I have a high degree 
of comprehension”. Level 1 reads: “I speak and write the language but need to develop 
more fluency, proficiency and complexity in spoken and written production. I often have 
difficulties in understanding what people say”. 
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I am. 

Q28  I am good at writing in 
English. 

Likert scale 1-7 

Q29 Being able to speak 
English is a part of who I 
am. 

Likert scale 1-7 

Q33 I want to develop my 
academic writing in 
Spanish. because it is a 
requirement in my 
career.  

Likert scale 1-7 

Q41 Writing in Spanish is 
important for me 
personally, not only for 
my career. This is the 
reason to why I want to 
develop my writing in 
Spanish more. 

 

Likert scale 1-7 

Q47 Please formulate your 
own answer below: How 
much time do (or did, if 
you recently studied 
Spanish) you 
approximately spend on 
your studies in Spanish? 
Please express the time 
spent in hours and days 
per week. 

Open-ended 
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Q1 How did you learn 
Spanish? How long have 
you studied it and at 
what age did you start? 
Describe previous 
studies and also any 
extensive periods in 
Spanish-speaking 
countries) 

Open-ended 

Q2 Please describe your 
highest Spanish studies 
at university level. 

Open-ended 

Q6 Please describe briefly 
your personal reasons for 
studying Spanish. 

Open-ended 

Q54 Please choose a language 
(Swedish, Spanish or 
English) and recount 
how you have learnt and 
use the different 
languages in your life. 
Try to be as detailed and 
exhaustive as possible 
but exclude personal 
data such as names of 
schools, towns or cities 
where you have lived, or 
friends names. This is 
thought to be a text, so 
feel free to start, leave 
and go back to this text 
before submitting your 
answer. Many thanks in 
advance. 

Narrative task 
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Appendix II 
Participants 

Part. Age of 
onset of 
Spanish 

Age of 
onset 
of 
Swedis
h 

Span. 
HL/ 
L3 

Strongest  
language 

University course 
in Spanish at the 
time of the 
questionnaire 

Chosen 
language of 
the narrative 
(number 
of words) 

Hann
a 

From birth From 
pre- 
school 
age  

HL Swedish I Swedish (408) 

Hila  From birth 13 HL Swedish  I Spanish (392) 

Hele
na 

From birth 7 HL Swedish 
(L2) and 
Spanish 

I Spanish (316) 

Huld
a 

From birth From 
birth 

HL Swedish III Swedish (161) 

Holly From birth From 
pre- 
school 
age  

HL Swedish III Spanish (227) 

Hugo From birth From 
birth 

HL Swedish IV Spanish (83) 

Hora
cio 

From birth 
? 

From 
birth  

HL Swedish III Swedish (115) 

Henr
y 

From birth From 
pre-
school 
age  

HL Swedish III Swedish (301) 

Hilda From birth From 
birth 
 

HL Swedish III Swedish (339) 

Hillar
y  

From birth From 
birth 

HL Swedish 
and 
Spanish 

III Swedish (139) 

Hilm
a 

From birth From 
birth 

HL Swedish III Swedish (225) 

Tina 13 From 
birth 

L3 Swedish I Spanish (283) 

Tove 13 From 
birth 

L3 Swedish I Swedish (198) 

Tuva 13  From 
birth 

L3 Swedish III Swedish 
(1026) 
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Tilde 12 From 
birth 

L3 Swedish III Swedish (594) 

Tyra 12 From 
birth 

L3 Swedish III Swedish (368) 

Thyr
a 

12-13 From 
birth 

L3 Swedish II Swedish 
(1227) 

Tindr
a 

15 From 
birth 

L3 Swedish III Spanish (549) 

Tore  13 From 
birth 

L3 Swedish III Swedish  
and Spanish 
(123) 

Tanja 12-13 From 
birth 

L3 Swedish III Swedish (329) 

Tara 12 From 
birth 

L3 Swedish III Spanish (733) 

Appendix III 
Self-estimated proficiency measures and intended effort in writing 

Informant Self- 
estimate
d 
proficie
ncy 
(Q12) 

Self-
estimated 
proficiency: 
Writing 
(Q20) 
I am good at 
writing in X 

Intended effort 
Q33 Writing Spanish is important for my career 
Q41 Writing in Spanish is important for me 
personally 
Q47: Open-ended Q 

Hanna 4 Spanish: 6 
English: 7 
Swedish: 7 

Q33: 7 
Q41: 7 
Q47: 15-20 hours per week 

Hila  5 Spanish: 7 
English: 3 
Swedish: 7 

Q33: 7 
Q41: 7 
Q47: 50h per week 

Helena 5 Spanish: 7 
English: 5 
Swedish: 7 

Q33: 7 
Q41: 7 
Q47: 20h per week 

Hulda 3 Spanish: 3 
English: 5 
Swedish:7 

Q33: 7 
Q41: 5 
Q47: 30h per week 
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Holly 4 Spanish: 6 
English: 4 
Swedish: 6 

Q33: 7 
Q41: 7 
Q47: 25h per week 

Hugo 4  Spanish: 3 
English: 4 
Swedish: 6 

Q33: 4 
Q41: 7 
Q47: 6 hours per week 

Horacio 5 Spanish: 7 
English: 5 
Swedish: 7 

Q33: 7 
Q41: 7 
Q47: 20h per week 

Henry 4 Spanish: 6 
English: 6 
Swedish: 7 

Q33: 6 
Q41: 7 
Q47: 25h per week 

Hilma 5 Spanish: 7 
English: 7 
Swedish: 7 

Q33: 7 
Q41: 
Q47: High 

Hillary  5 Spanish: 7 
English: 7 
Swedish: 7 

Q33: 7 
Q41: 
Q47: 

Hilda 5 Spanish: 6 
English: 6 
Swedish: 6 

Q33: 6 
Q41: 
Q47: Average 

Tina 3 Spanish: 6 
English: 6 
Swedish: 7 

Q33: 4 
Q41: 7 
Q47: Between 21 and 63 hours a week 

Tove 3 Spanish: 6 
English: 6 
Swedish: 7 

Q33: 7 
Q41: 7 
Q47: 45–50h per week 

Tuva 2   Spanish:3 
(neutral) 
English: 5 
Swedish: 5 

Q33: 7 
Q41: 7 
Q47: 40h/week 

Tilde 4 Spanish: 7 
English: 7 

Q33: 7 
Q41: 5 
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Swedish: 7 Q47: 17h per week 

Tyra 2 Spanish: 4 
English: 7 
Swedish: 7 

Q33: 6 
Q41: 7 
Q47: 10–15h per week 

Thea 4 Spanish: 7 
English: 6 
Swedish: 7 

Q33: 7 
Q41: 
Q47: Above average 

Tindra 3 Spanish: 5 
English: 6 
Swedish: 6 

Q33: 6 
Q41: 6 
Q47: Above average 

Tore  4 Spanish: 6 
English: 6 
Swedish: 7 

Q33: 7 
Q41: 
Q47: 

Tanja       4 Spanish: 6 
English: 6 
Swedish: 7 

Q33: 7 
Q41: 
Q47: High 

Tara 4 Spanish: 6 
English: 5 
Swedish: 7 

Q33:6 
Q41: 
Q47: Above average 

Appendix IV 

ID Q12 Q20 Q21 Q22 Q25 Q26 Q27 Q28 Q29 Q33 Q4111 

HL 4 6 6 5 6 7 7 6 2 6 6 

HL 5 7 7 5 5 7 6 3 3 7 7 

HL 4 3 1 1 6 6 7 4 1 4 1 

HL 4 6 6 4 5 7 7 5 1 7 4 

 
11 Unfortunately, some answers to Q41 are lacking since the first round of the sampling did 
not include this question. 
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HL 4 6 7 7 5 7 7 6 5 5 7 

HL   3 6 7 7 7 7 5 4 3 

HL   7 4  7 7 7 5 7 5 

HL 5 7 7 7 7 5 4 4 4 7  

HL 3 5 7 6 6 6 7 6 6 6  

HL  4 6 7 5 7 7 7 6 6 7  

L3 3 4 5 3 7 5 7 5 7 7 6 

L3 2 4 2 2 7 7 7 7 7 6 7 

L3 3 7 7 6 5 7 7 6 2 4 7 

L3 4 7 5 1 7 7 7 7 6 7 7 

L3 3 6 4 1 7 7 7 6 4 7 7 

L3 5 6 6 5 7 6 7 6 5 6 
 

L3 4 6 7 4 7 7 7 6 6 7 
 

L3 5 7 7 7 7 7 7 7 7 6 
 

L3 5 7 1 1 7 7 7 7 7 4 
 

L3 4 6 2 2 6 7 7 6 3 3 
 

L3 4 6 7 7 6 7 7 5 6 6 
 

Average: 3,57 5,33 5,28 4,24 6,05 6,67 6,81 5,81 4,67 5,86 5,58 




