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In this study we seek to confirm the findings of a preliminary qualitative study. We first discuss
the concept of lifelong learning in Japan and self-determination theory (SDT). Second, using SDT
as a framework, we present the findings from a qualitative study. Third, we discuss the findings
obtained from a quantitative survey and how they build upon the findings of the qualitative study.
Overall, the findings reinforce the notion that the three essential psychological needs in self-
determination theory—competence, relatedness, and autonomy—are useful in keeping mature
learners engaged in lifelong learning activities.
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his study explored the success behind two long-running lifelong learning classes
in Japan. It was a quantitative study in which we sought to reaffirm and build on
a previous qualitative study (Paydon & Dilenschneider, in press) based on the same two
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classes. In this paper we first contextualize lifelong learning in Japan and provide an
overview of Ryan and Deci’s self-determination theory (SDT) as a conceptual framework
to understand lifelong learning (2000). Next, the results of the first study are discussed as
a foundation and rational for a follow-up quantitative study. We then look at the findings
of the second study and discuss how they build upon the previous study. Finally, we
summarize the findings as they relate to SDT.

Overview of Lifelong Learning in Japan

Lifelong learning in Japan dates back and is directly connected to the restructuring

of Japanese society that came about as a result of the country’s defeat in World War 11
(Ogden, 2010, p. 6). 1t starts with the Fundamental Law of Education that was introduced
in 1947 (Gordon, 1998), out of which the Act for Adult Education developed in 1949.
This concurrent act emphasized that learning occurs throughout one’s lifetime with
the aim of enabling citizens to contribute to the development of a democratic Japanese
society (Ogden, 2010, p. 6). The lifelong learning concept in Japan has developed with
increasing support ever since. Presently, the Ministry of Education, Culture, Sports,
Science and Technology (MEXT, 2018) recognizes the growing importance of lifelong
learning and defines their image of a society supporting lifelong learning as “a society
in which everyone can learn anywhere and at any time in their lives and appropriately
utilize that learning to cultivate their own individuality and lead a fulfilling life” (MEXT,
2018).

Self-Determination Theory

Self-determination theory (SDT) is concerned with the intrinsic and extrinsic factors
that provide motivation and well-being. The theory identifies three innate psychological
needs which, when satisfied, lead to enhanced self-motivation and mental health.
However, when these needs are obstructed, a sense of motivation and well-being is
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diminished. Ryan and Deci (2000) identify these needs as relatedness, competence, and
autonomy (p. 68).

To paraphrase part of Ryan’s opening speech at the 5th Conference on Self-
Determination Theory (2013), relatedness refers to the need to feel cared for and
connected to others. It has to do with a sense of belonging, and in this way compliments
Baumeister and Leary’s (1995) theory of the need to belong. Ryan (2013) explained that
when the need for relatedness is satisfied, individuals feel that they are important to the
people that surround them. Competence refers to the need for people to feel effective
in their environment, which is particularly the case with regard to things they value.
Autonomy refers to the need for individuals to feel a sense of self-endorsement. When a
person is autonomous they tend to be enthusiastic because they feel empowered in their
choices.

As Ryan and Deci (2000) explained, “Human beings can be proactive and engaged or
passive and alienated according largely to the social conditions in which they develop
and function” (p. 68). By applying SDT to the classroom, social environments can be
created that optimize students’ development, performance, and well-being (Ryan & Deci,
2000, p. 68). As such, SDT has been a major influence in the two lifelong-learning classes
at the center of this study, and this paper uses this theory with its three psychological
needs as a framework to investigate what makes these two classes successful.

Background
Participants

The two lifelong learning English classes at the center of this research are supported by
a local university in Yokohama. These classes had been in place for 15 years at the time
of the first study in July of 2018. Each year the course is broken up into two 12-week
semesters: one in the spring and one in the fall. Both classes consist mainly of Japanese
participants in their 50s, 60s, and 70s with a broad range of life experience, interests and
hobbies. The students live in and around Yokohama, which is about 30 minutes south of
Tokyo. The classes are voluntary, suggesting that students are intrinsically motivated.

The classes originally began as two similar groups of mostly mixed-level, middle-aged
and retired adults taught at two different time slots. Therefore, due to their age and
range of life experiences, the participants who took part in these studies are referred
to as mature learners. Over time, the two classes gradually settled into two separate
levels: a low-level class (hereafter referred to as LL) in the afternoon and a high-level
class (hereafter referred to as HL) in the evening. As the class levels changed, the course

FRONT PAGE PREVIOUS PAGE

NEXT PAGE

descriptions also changed to reflect the needs of each group of students. For example,
the title of the LL class became Fun English and the course description states that

the class is conducted in 70% English and 30% Japanese. In contrast, the HL class was
retitled English Discussion and the course description states that the class is conducted
100% in English. The effect of the differences in class titles and the course descriptions
consequently influenced the expectations of new students joining the groups. For
instance, students interested in English as a hobby or fun activity tended to register

for the LL class, whereas students with comparatively higher expectations and a more
serious approach to English tended to register for the HL class.

Initial Findings

The two lifelong learning English classes have a high rate of returning students. Students’
feedback from this quantitative study and the corresponding qualitative study (Paydon

& Dilenschneider, in press) aim to examine how to further enhance these classes with
reference to SDT. One of the tenets of SDT, for example, is that when teachers focus

on satisfying the innate psychological human needs for relatedness, competence, and
autonomy, they can create social environments that foster the potential for personal
growth and motivation (Ryan & Deci, 2000). When these needs are addressed in lifelong
learning classes for mature students, a rewarding social environment can be created that
can influence an increase in engagement.

In regards to relatedness, there appeared to be high levels of satisfaction in both classes in
response to multiple questions. For example, when the students were asked directly how they
felt about the relationships they had in class, they responded very favorably. In particular,
when asked about what kinds of activities they liked, students in both classes indicated that
they enjoyed activities that allowed them to change partners and interact often.

The need for competence was also reflected in both classes. The qualitative study
found that both groups wanted to study and improve their English. They also responded
that they were mostly concerned with self-expression, and that they struggled with a
broad range of linguistic skills. However, the clear majority of students in the LL class
expressed a need for a textbook so that they could preview the content, have a reference
in front of them during class, and then review later at home. This desire for a textbook
seemed to emphasize their to emphasize their need for competence.

Finally, the need for autonomy appeared to be different between the two classes. For
instance, in stark contrast to the LL class, the HL class wanted to choose their own
discussion topics rather than use a textbook. This desire to choose the topics discussed in
the course seemed to indicate that the need for autonomy was higher for the HL class.
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In sum the qualitative study (Paydon & Dilenschneider, in press) found that, although
students from both classes thought the need for relatedness was important, the manner
in which the two groups desire the needs for competence and autonomy was different.
Therefore, based on these findings, the purpose of the follow-up quantitative study was
to further examine how the comments from the initial qualitative study might relate and
compare with responses for a quantitative survey.

The Quantitative Study

The purpose of the follow-up quantitative study was to examine how the comments
from the qualitative questionnaire used the first study compare with responses to

a quantitative survey. Specifically, the second study aimed to quantifiably observe
the importance of the three SDT needs in the order of competence, relatedness, and
autonomy, as well as the students’ motivation to continue lifelong learning.

Research Question
Therefore, the research question with four parts is as follows:

RQ. Isthere an observational difference between the LL and HL groups in learners’
need for competence, relatedness, autonomy and their motivation regarding
lifelong learning?

Participants

The second study consisted of the same two classes from the first study. Table 1 shows
the number of participants in each age group for both classes.

Table 1: Age and Number of Participants in Lifelong Learning Classes

Materials

The survey created for the second study was composed of five different sections to
investigate participants’ background and opinions concerning competence, relatedness,
autonomy and lifelong learning (Appendix A). The first section asked participants for
some basic background information; the remaining four sections of the survey consisted
of a total of 18 questions that were based on a 5-point Likert scale from strongly disagree
to strongly agree. Based on this scale, participants could report their level of agreement
concerning the issues of competence, relatedness, autonomy and lifelong learning in
relation to the course. The survey was initially written in both English and Japanese
offering students’ the choice of language to answer in, and serving as a reference between
the languages.

Procedure

Near the end of the spring semester, the survey was administered to both the LL and
HL classes. All the participants gave informed consent, and the project was cleared
with the university’s administration. Participants were encouraged to be honest with
their responses and were assured that personal identity and answers would remain
anonymous. After about 15 minutes, the instructor collected the surveys and the
participants were thanked for their involvement.

Results
Competence

The first set of questions in the survey were aimed at measuring students’ need for
competence. Results for the five competence questions (Q5-Q9) are shown in Figure 1.

The responses to all five competence questions were higher for the HL compared to
the LL. The greatest difference between the two groups was in response to Q0 (‘I feel

Group 40s 50s 60s 70s 80s Total comfortable communicating in English with one other student,” 4.07 - 3.04 = 1.03)
LL 2 6 9 3 2 2 and the smallest difference was in response to Q8 (‘I feel comfortable speaking English
in front of all members of the class,” 3.28 - 2.90 = .38). Overall, the average difference
HL 0 3 4 6 1 14 between the two groups for the five competence questions was .76 (.62 + 1.03 + .81 +
Note. LL= low-level group, HL = high=level group. .38 +.97 =38.1 + 5 =.706). These results suggest that the HL class was more comfortable
communicating in English than the LL class.
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Figure 1. Average agreement rating for competence survey questions. Q5: 1 feel
comfortable communicating in English with the teacher. Q6: 1 feel comfortable
communicating in English with one other student. Q7: 1 feel comfortable
communicating in English in groups in our class. Q8. 1 feel comfortable speaking in front
of all the members of our class. Q9: 1 feel comfortable communicating in English with
strangers. LL = low-level group; HL = high-level group. 1 = strongly disagree; 5 = strongly
agree.

Relatedness

The second set of questions in the survey were relatedness-based questions aimed at
measuring how the students felt about the relationships they had with the other students
in their respective classes. Results for the five relatedness questions (Q10-Q14) are shown
in Figure 2.
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Figure 2. Average agreement rating for relatedness survey questions. Q10: I look forward
to speaking English in class. Q11: 1 look forward to talking with my teacher in class. Q12:
1 look forward to speaking English with my classmates in class. Q13: 1 think there is a
cozy atmosphere (FFPA&2Y ) in our class. Q14: 1 think the students are cooperative in
creating a good atmosphere. LL = low-level group; HL = high-level group. 1 = strongly
disagree; 5 = strongly agree.

The responses for all five relatedness survey questions were higher for the HL
compared to the LL. The greatest difference between the two groups was in response
to Q12 (“I look forward to speaking English with my classmates,”.43), and the smallest
difference was in response to Q11 (“I look forward to talking with my teacher in
class,”.09). The average difference between the two groups for the five relatedness
questions was .22 (.24 +.09 + .43 + .12 + .22 = .71 + 5 = .22). These results suggest the
HL class was more comfortable with interpersonal relationships they shared with other
students than the LL class.

Autonomy

The third set of questions in the survey were related to autonomy and designed to
measure students’ desire to have control or direction in their learning. Results for the
three autonomy questions (Q15-Q17) are shown in Figure 3.
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Figure 3. Average agreement rating for autonomy survey questions. Q15: 1 would like the
teacher to create teaching materials on topics selected by the students. Q16: 1 would like
to follow the topic and exercises from the textbook. Q17: I think the teacher respects
our opinions about the class. LL = low-level group; HL = high-level group. 1 = strongly
disagree; 5 = strongly agree.

The responses of the two groups to the three survey questions related to autonomy
were found to have an inverse relationship. For example, the HL class reported a higher
agreement average for Q15 (“1 would like the teacher to create teaching materials on
topics selected by students,” 4.5 > 3.4) and the LL class reported a higher agreement
for Q16 (“I would like to follow the topics and exercises from a textbook,” 3.2 > 2.5).
However, for Q17 (“I think the teacher respects our opinions about the class,”) the
HL class (4.6) and the LL class (4.3) were both in agreement. These results seem to
confirm the findings of the first study that there was a difference between the need for
competence and autonomy, and that the students appreciated being given a choice as to
how they studied.

Lifelong Learning

The last set of questions in the survey were related to lifelong learning and designed
to measure students’ motivations for attending the course. Results for the five lifelong
learning questions (Q18-Q21) are shown in Figure 4.
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Figure 4. Average agreement rating for lifelong learning survey questions. Q18: I study
English because it is useful for everyday life. Q19: 1 study English because it is fun and
interesting. Q20: 1 study English so that 1 do not forget what 1 have learned. Q21: 1 study
English because 1 think it is beneficial to my mental health and well-being. Q22: 1 think
my relationship with my classmates is beneficial for my mental health and well-being. LL
= low-level group; HL = high-level group. 1 = strongly disagree; 5 = strongly agree.

The responses for the five lifelong learning survey questions are somewhat divided
between the two groups. For instance, both the LL and HL classes reported similar
agreement ratings for Q18 (“1 study English because it is useful for everyday life,” 3.6, 3.5)
and for Q19 (“I study English because it is fun and interesting,” 4.3, 4.2). However, the
HL class reported noticeably higher agreement ratings for Question 20 (“I study English
so that I do not forget what 1 have learned,” 4.2 > 3.7), Q21 (“1 study English because |
think it is beneficial to my mental health and well-being,” 4.2 > 3.5), and for Q22 (1 think
my relationship with my classmates are beneficial for my mental health and well-being,”
4.6 > 4.1). As aresult, these findings suggest that, compared to the LL class, students in
the HL class sought more of a mental challenge and were slightly more motivated to
participate in the language class as a way of maintaining their mental faculties and social
skills.
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Discussion

This quantitative follow-up study confirms and builds on the findings established in the
qualitative study (Paydon & Dilenschneider, in press). Both studies are concerned with
applying the factors of SDT in the classroom in order to develop conditions that are
conducive to language learning for mature students. These conditions are achieved by
aiming to satisfy the students’ innate need for competence, relatedness and autonomy as
defined in SDT.

Competence

With regard to competence, SDT posits that motivation can be enhanced when the need
for feeling effective in one’s environment is satisfied (Ryan & Deci, 2000). The initial
study suggested that the need for competence was important for both classes. This
study confirmed that, compared to the LL students, the HL students, whether with one
individual, in groups or with strangers, were more comfortable communicating in all
situations. This finding suggests that LL students may feel their language abilities it may
be somewhat limited and therefore they should gain confidence by first communicating
in pairs before they graduate to speaking in larger groups.

Relatedness

With regard to relatedness, SDT also posits that motivation can be enhanced when the
need for feeling connected to others is satisfied. (Ryan & Deci, 2000). In the initial study,
both groups clearly stated the importance of the positive interpersonal relationships that
they had developed in their respective classes. This study supports the initial findings and
further reveals that interpersonal relationships appeared to actually be more important
than the act of speaking English itself. Although students in both classes indicated that
they looked forward to speaking English, their responses were relatively more favorable
with regard to speaking English with their classmates, and most favorable when
communicating in an inviting or cozy atmosphere (5553 )Y). These findings suggest
that cultivating a comfortable learning environment can help promote communication.

Autonomy

With regard to autonomy, SDT further posits that motivation can be enhanced when
students feel empowered (Ryan & Deci, 2000). The previous study found that, although
autonomy was important for all students, it was much more pronounced in the HL
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group. The findings from this follow-up quantitative study seems to confirm that, in
terms of language support, the LL class preferred to have the guidance of a textbook and
the HL students had a clear preference for control of the content.

SDT and Lifelong Learning

This study aimed to investigate the students’ motivations for participating in lifelong
learning courses. Although responses from both groups were quite positive, the HL
group seemed to place more importance on attending classes in order to maintain their
memory, mental health and well-being. There appear to be two possible explanations
for this difference in emphasis. First, the average age for the HL group (64) was a bit
higher than the LL group (58). Therefore, compared to the LL group, the HL group may
have been more concerned with the need to maintain their mental faculties and social
abilities. Secondly, as mentioned above, the two separate course descriptions may have
had some influence on what the students expected from a class. For example, in the case
of the LL class, the class title and course description created the expectation of having
fun, and this emphasis seems to have resulted in slightly higher responses from the LL
group to Q19. However, the course description for the HL class clearly stated that classes
were 100% in English. Therefore, it seems likely that students registering for that class
expected to be intellectually challenged. Hence, given the choice, the HL group might
have been comparatively more focused on learning for mental health and well-being
than on having fun. Nevertheless, all responses to the lifelong learning questions were
positively in favor of the statements suggesting that, at least for these two particular
groups, this lifelong learning class was successfully providing an opportunity for mature
learners to remain mentally stimulated and engaged in society. Moreover, focusing on
human needs as defined by SDT seemed to be effective at keeping students like these
engaged in a lifelong-learning program.

Conclusion

In conclusion, SDT can assist teachers in creating motivational classroom environments
in which mature-aged learners can feel comfortable being challenged (competence), a
sense of belongingness (relatedness), and exercise some kind of control (autonomy).

The initial study also revealed what appeared to be a difference between the need
for autonomy and control linked to the students’ level of ability. This study confirmed
this finding and identified a further difference between the need for competence and
relatedness also linked to student ability. These findings might have potential benefits
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when applied to classroom management techniques and course design.

With regard to the concept of lifelong learning itself, this study suggests that the older
students are more interested in language classes to maintain their memory, mental
health and well-being. Therefore, the concept of lifelong learning seems to be fulfilling
its role in keeping the aged mentally stimulated and engaged in society.

This study has demonstrated that the SDT factors of competence, relatedness and
autonomy are worth examining with mature learners because they can be beneficial in
keeping them engaged in lifelong-learning classes. This is particularly the case in Japan
because its aging population continues to increase and live longer. Attention to these
needs can help teachers create motivational classroom environments where mature
students can feel appropriately challenged and comfortable communicating their
thoughts and ideas in a manner that best suits the ways they like to learn.
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Appendix
Questionnaire

Thank you for attending this class. We appreciate your feedback to improve your
experience. Please complete the following survey. Your opinion is highly appreciated and
your identity and answers will remain anonymous.

Background:
1. Gender: Male Female
2. Age:

3. Since when have you been coming to this class?
4. What motivates you to keep coming?

To answer the following questions, circle your answer number on the scale below.
1. Strongly Disagree 2. Disagree 3. Neutral 4.Agree 5. Strongly Agree

Competence
5. 1feel comfortable communicating in English with the teacher. 12345
6. 1feel comfortable communicating in English with one other student. 1 4
7. 1feel comfortable communicating in English in groups in our class. 12345
8. feel comfortable to speaking English in front of all the members of

our class. 12345
9. 1feel comfortable communicating in English with strangers. 12345
Relatedness
10. 1look forward to speaking English in class. 12345
11. 1look forward to talking with my teacher in class. 12345
12. 1look forward to speaking English with my classmates in class. 12345
13. 1 think there is a cozy atmosphere in our class. 12345
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14. 1think the students are cooperative in creating a good atmosphere. 12345 REJIZDNT
5. RAREALIGETRBEICRH T L BNET, 12 345
Autonomy 6. RIENDEAELRFE TRBICHEE 2EHNET, 12 345
15. 1would like the teacher to create teaching materials on topics selected 7. RRBIIADY )N —T THEHELBIHEEDEHNET, 12345
by the students. 12345 8 FEBOIITADALN—LEORICHEBEFHFLLTNTT, 12 345
16. 1 would like to follow the topics and exercises from a textbook. 1234 9. FATHNAD TR NS B TERICTE T EHENET, 12 345
17. 1think the teacher respects our opinions about the class. 12345
BIfRIEICDNT
Lifelong Learning 10. R/ IATHIEEFET OEELACLTOET, 12345
18. 1study English because it is useful for everyday life. 12345 11. FITTATHRAELFETOERLAZLTNET, 12 345
19. 1study English because it is fun and interesting. 12345 12. VT AA—NE—EEICHEAETETOERLAICLTVWET, 12 345
20. 1study English so that 1 do not forget what 1 have learned. 12345 13. 2O AIERESNNNEBNET, 12 345
21. 1study English because 1 think it is beneficial to my mental health 14. H4EFBIZEWERKSEESDICH I THLEBENET, 12 345
and well-being. 12345
22. 1think my relationship with my classmates are beneficial for my B EMIZONT
mental health and well-being 12345 o o R
15. AEEMEALZFEYZITDWTHENICBEM Z2E>THEWNWTY., 12 3 45
. 16. FAFTF AN S THIRLIZNWERNET, 12345
Japanese Version B -
17. ZHRIFRIZEDITATDONTORREZHEL TN TNDHE
BOET. 12345
ZDIFTAITBINEEDHOMESTINWET, RERZM LIE D201, Rz biddbizizo7 ¢
—BNy 7L THEMLE T, LLFOMEETE T L TLEIWN, HIa/0E RITEEICEH <GS R
NTHD, BRIEOTAT L TATAEEARELOEETT, EFEFEITONT
18. HEAIRITENI DD THIEEMBLET, 12345
N2 555K 19. ML THAWD TEBEZMBLET, 12 345
1R B o 20. Al SETIZEARIEZENRNSDITHRFEEZMRLTVWET. 12 3 45
2. D 21. RIS ERICH IR THHEEDDOTHRBEEZMRLET, 12 345
3 NOREIDIT AT TNET N, 22. E\S?;Z_ZX~}\c‘:O)F’i]ffﬁbi*%@ﬂ’\]ﬁiﬂ%&i%bi&afﬁﬁfa‘éé& s s
4. FToLBNMETTREOR. RETIH, = ’

DT OBEMIZEZDDIT. BIRlzDBFEZDOEELTFORETHITILTIESIN,
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