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This paper describes a project designed to measure the potential for near peer role models (NPRMs)
to enhance motivation via online video calls, in terms of enhancing motivation to study abroad and
reducing the anxiety associated with such an endeavor. Although the use of NPRMs has garnered
much attention for its effectiveness in promoting positive attitudes in relation to English language
learning, the primary goal of this project was to measure the effect of NPRMs in altering perceptions
and feelings related to studying abroad. By utilizing online video telecommunications software, the
participants were shown examples of ideal models engaged in highly desirable activities to highlight
the possibility of achieving a similar outcome. The results showed an enhancement in motivation and
a reduction in anxiety regarding studying abroad.
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HE SUCCESSFUL use of near peer role models (NPRMs) in language learning classrooms has

been previously documented. Studies conducted by Murphey (1998), Murphey and Mu-

rakami (1998), and Murphey and Arao (2001) effectively used NPRMs to promote positive
changes in attitudes towards learning English by having participants watch short video clips of more
capable peers using and talking about English. The results of these studies indicate an increase in
student self-efficacy in terms of confidence in their ability to achieve language-learning goals after
exposure to NPRMs. This paper reports on a project designed to increase motivation levels and
reduce anxiety related to studying abroad through the use of NPRMs. This study was specifically de-
signed as an attempt to determine whether or not motivation levels with respect to studying abroad
could be enhanced and if study abroad-related anxiety could be reduced among 2nd-year university
students who were exposed to NPRMs via live Internet-based video calls from students immersed in
study abroad settings. Based on initial observations that many students had experienced a decline in
motivation and an increase in anxiety in respect to studying abroad, the approach of using NPRMs
to act as potential ideal examples was planned.
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This project differs from previous work with NPRMs in that the
primary goal was not to improve students’ language ability or at-
titude toward English but rather to enhance motivation and reduce
anxiety associated with studying abroad. In spite of this difference,
the ultimate outcome was indeed an overall improvement in class
performance.

To effectively enhance or alter motivation levels, it was felt that
an approach designed to socialize the participants would be most
effective. It was believed that the participants, after exposure to
NPRMs, would more clearly see themselves as having the potential
to be successful study abroad participants. As they did so, it was
hoped the participants would revert to the highly motivated state
that they had held upon entrance to the university and also would
reduce their fears about study abroad.

In order to achieve the goal of the project, it was decided to
expose the participants to two sessions via Skype with NPRMs who
displayed ideal examples of successful study abroad. Questionnaires
were distributed to the participants both prior and post calls. The
questionnaires were designed to elicit self-reported data pertain-
ing to participants’ level of motivation and anxiety toward studying
abroad and whether these levels were altered after the in-class calls
from NPRMs.

Background

Murphey (1998) and Murphey and Arao (2001) defined NPRMs

as peers who are similar in age, social standing, or profession and
who may be admired and respected. The central idea underpinning
NPRM:s is that, under the right conditions, exposure to such peers
can create a desire to imitate them or at the very least the NPRMs
can be an inspiration to achieve a similar position as the model.
Murphey’s assertions regarding the effectiveness of NPRMs are the
result of successful studies (Murphey & Arao, 2001; Murphey &
Murakami, 1998) in which university students watched short video

clips of older students successfully speaking English and explain-
ing the positive points of having such skill. The participants in
this study reported positive belief changes, and many expressed an
ambition to be like the models they watched.

Murphey’s (1998, 2001) research on NPRMs was, in part, based
on Bandura’s (1977, 1980) social learning theory, which posited
that individual behavior is based on perceived positive outcomes as
witnessed in models. Bandura outlined four factors that must be
present to ensure effective modeling, and the fourth and final one is
related to motivation. Specifically, there must be some incentive in
place in order for the modeling to work. In this project the incen-
tive was the ability to achieve the goal of studying abroad. Showing
students peers similar to them who had not only achieved that goal,
but were currently living it, was intended to reinforce their motiva-
tion.

Vygotsky (1930s/1978) believed that in order for learning to be
most effective and to coincide with mental development, it was
necessary for students to learn from adults or from peers who
were more capable. In what he referred to as the “zone of proximal
development,” the distance between the actual and the potential
level could be bridged more effectively with the aid of others, and
this potential level would be considered a more accurate marker of
development (p. 85). The NPRMs in this study modeled an example
of potential level that the students could realistically aspire to.

Overview of the Project

An initial exploratory study consisting of several one-to-one inter-
views was undertaken with the purpose of gauging the participants’
current levels of motivation toward studying abroad, as well as

why and by how much those levels had declined since entrance to
university. A further purpose was to gather possible explanations for
any decrease in motivation. Through these one-to-one interviews,

a general pattern emerged, illustrating that the average student en-



LINGLEY * AN NPRM APPROACH TO STUDY ABROAD-RELATED MOTIVATION AND ANXIETY

tered the university with both high motivation and expectations for
undertaking studying abroad, but that both declined over their first
year of study. Based on this initial data, an action research project
consisting of two questionnaires and two in-class video calls from
NPRMs was undertaken. This study was guided by the following
three research questions:

1. Do NPRMs enhance levels of motivation for studying abroad
among students currently studying in Japan?

2. Do in-class calls from NPRMs reduce anxiety levels related to
specific fears among students currently studying in Japan?

3. Are online video conference calls an effective approach to deliv-
ering messages from NPRMs?

Participants

Data were collected over a 3-year period from 160 (111 female and
49 male) 2nd-year university English majors in eight intact classes
at a private university in western Japan. The students were tak-

ing compulsory English within a general English skills program

in which they received 360 hours of instruction over their first 2
years from two native English-speaking instructors. Classes were
streamed based on the students’ scores on the institutional version
of the TOEFL test. The TOEFL score range of the participants in
this study was 450-515, indicating considerable variation in English
abilities within each class. The study was conducted in Communi-
cation classes in which the author was the sole teacher, meeting the
students for a total of 3 contact hours each week for the duration of
one academic year.

The sessions were conducted twice with each class over one
semester and occupied approximately 40 minutes of total class time.
Additionally, a nominal amount of class time was spent admin-
istering questionnaires and explaining the project and what was
expected of the students during in-class calls.

Classrooms were equipped with an overhead projector and screen
with a built-in audio system allowing for callers to be seen and
heard by the entire class. A laptop computer with an external micro-
phone was connected to the system, which created an interactive
exchange through which the caller could hear all members of the
class. This further aided in creating a close-to-live experience for
both the caller and students.

Rationale

Based on my observations and student interviews, it was noted that
students’ levels of motivation to take the necessary steps to embark
on a study abroad program had declined since they first entered the
university. One-to-one student interviews also revealed that the
majority of the participants harbored varying degrees of anxiety
related to studying abroad.

The fact that student motivation declined seems to be consistent
with Dérnyei’s (2001) conclusion, based on longitudinal research
of attitudes and motivation, that students often lose motivation as
they advance through their schooling. While the specific reasons for
this decrease varied in the current study, some common demotiva-
tors were related to the demands placed on students to qualify for
competitive study abroad programs. In order to qualify for studying
abroad, specific benchmarks related to linguistic ability, academic
achievement, and application procedures must be achieved. These
tasks often seem overwhelming to students, especially to those who
lack the proper support that should come from teachers, and, more
importantly, peers.

Procedure

As noted by Dérnyei (2001), longitudinal studies are most effective
to measure motivation levels, so it was decided that over the course
of one semester the participants in the project would be asked to
complete two questionnaires: one prior to the in-class calls and one
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afterwards. With the intent of accurately gauging student motiva-
tion levels, the first questionnaire was completed early in the semes-
ter before the students became aware of the project, thus dimin-
ishing the potential of response bias. The first survey consisted of
questions that were designed to elicit information about students’
current level of motivation towards studying abroad and also asked
students to self-assess their own level of anxiety related to studying
abroad. The final question of the survey asked students to list the
specific worries they had in relation to studying abroad. The ques-
tionnaires were given to the participants in English with detailed
explanation provided to avoid any comprehension difficulties.

Based on the results of the first questionnaire, the NPRMs were
consulted and made aware of some of the specific study abroad-re-
lated anxieties that students had. Upon consultation with NPRMs,
these specific fears were classified as either having the potential to
be modified or not. Examples that fell into the potential-to-modify
group were (a) doubts regarding one’s own English ability, (b) lack
of confidence, (c) making friends, and (d) interference with job-
search activities; such fears as lack of money, differences in food,
and homesickness were classified as difficult to change. The NPRMs
were asked to speak to these specific concerns during their calls, as
many of them had had the same trepidations prior to embarking on
their own study abroad.

In an attempt to stay as close to Murphey’s (1998) definition (that
NPRM:s be close in age and social standing), the models chosen
were one academic year ahead of the students and from the same
university. After the NPRMs were chosen and consulted, they were
instructed to cover three explicit areas during their call. The areas
were (a) how they managed to navigate the requirements needed to
qualify for studying abroad, (b) the positives and negatives of their
experience, and (c) how they overcame their fears and concerns
about studying abroad. To maintain a level of impartiality, the call-
ers were asked to discuss the positive points of their study abroad
experience as well as the negatives without bias in either direction.

After the initial in-class call, four or five students were selected
for one-to-one interviews to gauge how the calls were perceived.
These interviews suggested that overall the calls had been posi-
tively received and that they had elicited some encouraging positive
changes and created a level of excitement among class members.

Each class experienced two calls from two different NPRMs, and
after the second call the participants were again asked to complete
a survey in which they reported on their current level of motivation
to study abroad and their study abroad-related anxiety.

Results
Pre-NPRM Calls

In response to the question asking the participants to gauge their
own motivation levels to study abroad, the results (see Table 1)
showed that 106 of 160 students classified themselves as either
highly motivated or motivated, with a clear majority falling into

the latter category. On the other hand, 21 of 160 students reported
having low motivation or no motivation. Twenty percent chose the
neutral option; this was interpreted as an indication that these stu-
dents either had no interest in studying abroad or had already given
up on applying for study abroad programs.

Table 1. Q: How Would You Best Describe Your
Motivation Level to Study Abroad? (N = 160)

Answer choice Number of responses Percentage
Highly motivated 28 17.50
Motivated 78 48.75
Neutral 32 20.00
Low motivation 14 8.75
No motivation 8 5.00
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In terms of anxiety levels (see Table 2), 118 students answered
that they had either a lot of anxiety or some anxiety related to
studying abroad. Another 32 students chose the “1 have a little
anxiety” option. Almost 94% of those surveyed reported some level
of anxiety related to studying abroad, so it was clear that this was a
relevant issue that required attention. The findings also contradict-
ed the answer to the question regarding motivation to study abroad,
because if 20% of the students had already given up or decided not
to study abroad, they should not have felt any anxiety at all. This
suggested that even those students still held some interest in study-
ing abroad. In all, only 10 of 160 students stated that they had little
or no study abroad-related anxiety.

Table 2. Q: How Would You Best Describe Your Level
of Anxiety About Studying Abroad? (N = 160)

Answer choice Number of responses Percentage
1 have a lot of anxiety 50 31.25
1 have some anxiety 68 42.50
1 have little anxiety 32 20.00
Not much anxiety 7 4.00
1 have no anxiety 3 2.00

Post-NPRM Calls

From the original number who completed the first survey, eight
students, or 5% of the participants, failed to complete the second
questionnaire. This decrease was the result of absences during the
in-class call days.

As seen in Table 3, the results after the in-class calls showed a
16.7% increase in the number of students who classified themselves
as highly motivated. Overall there was a 12% increase in the number
of students who reported being motivated or highly motivated. The

number of students who reported having low or no motivation also
decreased by 3%, indicating that the NPRMs had affected even the
least motivated students in a positive way.

Table 3. Q: How Would You Best Describe Your
Motivation Level to Study Abroad Now? (N = 152)

Answer choice Number of responses Percentage
Highly motivated 52 34.20
Motivated 67 44.10
Neutral 17 11.20
Low motivation 16 10.50
No motivation 0 0

The largest change in results was seen in the question related to
anxiety about studying abroad, as shown in Table 4. There was a
26.3% drop in the number of students who reported having either
alot or some anxiety as compared to the pre-NPRM question-
naire. In total there was a 16% drop in the number of students who
reported having anxiety. Equally encouraging was an increase from
6% to 21.7% of students who chose no anxiety or not much anxiety.
These numbers were interpreted to mean that those students had
lost some of their anxiety, although the initial survey answers could
have meant the students had simply decided not to study abroad.
Because all the questionnaires were in English, it is also possible
that the decrease in neutral answers was the result of students hav-
ing a better understanding of the questionnaire the second time.
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Table 4. Q: How Would You Best Describe Your Level
of Anxiety About Studying Abroad? (N = 152)

Answer choice Number of responses Percentage
1 have a lot of anxiety 13 8.50
1 have some anxiety 59 38.80
1 have little anxiety 47 31.00
Not much anxiety 25 16.40
1 have no anxiety 8 5.30

In regard to the final research question about the facilitation of
access to NPRMs over Skype, students were asked to comment on
the post-NPRM questionnaire about the use of the in-class video
calls. The students were explicitly instructed that they could answer
this question in either English or Japanese. About 95% of the com-
ments were positive in response to the question “What was your
overall opinion about the in-class Skype calls?” The few negative
comments were related to not being interested in studying abroad
or not feeling a connection to the NPRMs because the respondents
did not personally know them. One respondent speculated that the
NPRMs were already “good at English” before undertaking study
abroad and thus were not good examples.

The positive comments mostly expressed a desire to be like the
NPRMs because the NPRMs could speak English well and had
achieved their goal of studying abroad. These answers support the
idea that NPRMs can be used to illustrate an ideal example that the
participants could aspire to be like.

There were also several comments related to anxiety in which
respondents affirmed they felt relief about their own worries after
listening to the NPRMs’ personal accounts of overcoming fears
related to studying abroad.

Ancillary Results

Besides the questionnaire results reported above, 1 also noted a
marked improvement in both attitudes and effort in all aspects of
the class after the in-class calls. This change continued for the re-
mainder of the semester. However, in the second semester approxi-
mately half of the students seemed to revert to the levels observed
prior to sessions with NPRMs. This suggests that the effectiveness
of NPRMing may have limited “shelf life,” and in order for students
to fully benefit, revisiting the approach could be beneficial.

Discussion

Although the results of this study were positive overall, more in-
vestigation is necessary before categorically stating that that video
sessions with NPRMs successfully enhance motivation levels and
reduce anxieties associated with studying abroad.

Many of the previous studies had the immediate goal of improv-
ing language abilities by enhancing attitudes. However, this study
differed slightly in that the immediate goal was to in effect “light the
tunnel” for the participants to see the potential for their own suc-
cess in achieving their study abroad goals. After students took part
in this project, 1 witnessed an increase in effort and motivation to
improve language abilities, and approximately 30% of the partici-
pants asked to contact the NPRMs on their own. This suggests that
this study ultimately had outcomes that were similar to those of the
previous studies.

Within the scope of this study, the timing of using NPRMs
worked well, as the 2nd year is when the majority of the students
begin the initial process of preparing to study abroad. However, the
temporary nature of the effects of NPRMing was noted, demon-
strating the need for this approach to be repeated so that the posi-
tive changes could have potential to become permanent.
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Limitations

A few factors may have influenced the results of this study. First, the
questionnaires and one-to-one interviews were conducted in Eng-
lish. Although the participants were explicitly told that answering
in Japanese (during the interviews and on the qualitative questions
of the surveys) was acceptable, the fact that such a small number
chose to do this could indicate that the majority felt an obligation to
use English. It is possible that more in-depth and specific data could
have been gathered with a Japanese questionnaire and interviews
conducted in Japanese. Therefore, the results of this study need to
be regarded with caution, as the possibility exists that they were
affected by the participants answering questions using their second
language.

The second limitation is directly related to the scope of the study.
As it was a classroom-based project, the results cannot be general-
ized to other groups because the data was collected from eight
intact classes without a control group.

A third limitation is that this study did not include a control for
the existence of students who had connections with friends who
had studied abroad, so those peers also may have had an influence
on them and thus skewed the results. Currently, the university
offers many seminars and information sessions featuring former
exchange students who give presentations about their experiences,
which could also have influenced some of the participants.

Finally, the results of this project may have been affected by the
variety of study abroad options available to the participants in this
study. Although the most attractive study abroad option was mostly
referenced during the data collection stages and the NPRMs were
all taking part in the most desired option, some students may have
been considering other study abroad options, leading to less reli-
ability in the results.

Conclusions

This paper has highlighted the potential for NPRMs to effectively
address both motivation and the anxieties associated with studying
abroad among university students. A decline in motivation to study
abroad was discovered and used as a basis for having NPRMs ad-
dress and modify the situation by making live Internet-based video
calls from their host countries. Given specific information gathered
through surveys, the NPRMs were able to address specific worries
and concerns while modeling an example of accomplishment as
they gave their talk to the participants.

With regard to the original research questions that guided this
project, the results were positive in both the enhancement of moti-
vation levels and the decrease of specific fears that caused anxiety.
The final research question about the effectiveness of Internet-
based video calls to facilitate NPRMing was also answered in the
affirmative, based on student perceptions of the calls and the result-
ing positive changes among participants.

Although the original research questions were answered and the
goals of the project were met, there are still some areas that require
further research. Specifically, regression was noted in the semester
following the project, indicating that the use of NPRMs has limita-
tions. An examination of how long the effect of NPRMing remains
seems to be an ideal place for further inquiry. This study also did
not account for the presence of other NPRMs that students might
already have had and how these role models affected the behavior
of the participants. An investigation into already existing NPRMs
would be another promising area for further research.
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