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Abstract 

Directed motivational currents (DMCs) encapsulate a unique motivational phenomenon. DMCs are 

highly positive, potent motivational experiences which can carry individuals or groups forwards to 

achieving valued goals at both a remarkable rate, and with a perceived feeling of seemingly ‘effortless 

effort’. Although research into DMCs began under a decade ago (Dörnyei, Ibrahim & Muir, 2015; 

Dörnyei, Muir & Ibrahim, 2014; Henry, Davydenko & Dörnyei, 2015; Muir & Dörnyei, 2013), the 

motivational experience DMCs encapsulate is, in and of itself, certainly not novel. DMCs appear to be 

widely recognizable in diverse contexts, and may even be relatively widely experienced (Muir, 2020). The 

theoretical underpinning of DMC theory draws together findings from a broad range of well-established 

motivational disciplines in related areas of psychology (including cognitive and educational psychology), 

alongside motivation research rooted more fully in the context of language learning (LLing) and teaching. 

We begin by overviewing the DMC construct itself, outlining key cornerstones and primary theoretical 

principles that underpin our understanding of each. We go on to lay out a broad agenda for further study, 

continuing the discussion in the final chapter of Muir (2020), by foregrounding six avenues for future 

research. Viewed together, they are demonstrative of the scope of future research potential surrounding 

DMC theory, incorporating both theoretical and applied (pedagogic) directions for inquiry. For each 

future avenue that we propose, we foreground several more specific directions in which research effort 

might begin.  
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1. Introduction 

Directed motivational currents (DMCs) encapsulate a unique motivational 

phenomenon. DMCs are highly positive, potent motivational experiences which can 

carry individuals or groups forwards to achieving valued goals at both a remarkable 

rate, and with a perceived feeling of seemingly ‘effortless effort’. Although research 
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began under a decade ago (Dörnyei, Ibrahim & Muir, 2015; Dörnyei, Muir & Ibrahim, 

2014; Henry, Davydenko & Dörnyei, 2015; Muir & Dörnyei, 2013), the motivational 

experience DMCs encapsulate is, in and of itself, certainly not novel. DMCs appear to 

be widely recognizable in diverse contexts, and may even be relatively widely 

experienced (Muir, 2020). The theoretical underpinning of DMC theory (see Dörnyei, 

Henry & Muir, 2016) draws together findings from a broad range of well-established 

motivational disciplines in related areas of psychology (including cognitive and 

educational psychology), alongside motivation research rooted more fully in the 

context of language learning (LLing) and teaching. 

We begin by offering an introduction to directed motivational currents, outlining 

key cornerstones and primary theoretical principles that underpin our understanding 

of each. We go on to lay out a broad agenda for further study, continuing the 

discussion in the final chapter of Muir (2020). We foreground six avenues for future 

research. Viewed together, they are demonstrative of the scope of future research 

potential surrounding DMC theory, incorporating both theoretical and applied 

(pedagogic) directions for inquiry. For each future avenue that we propose, we 

foreground several more specific directions in which research effort might begin.  

2. What is a directed motivational current? 

Directed motivational currents (DMCs) can be experienced both individually and in 

groups. As a springboard for discussion, we begin by offering an example of each. In 

an ESL context, an individual-DMC might be experienced by a student hoping to 

move to Australia to undertake his MA degree. His academic grades are more than 

adequate, yet his offer remains contingent on the results of his IELTS exam: in the 

months prior, the DMC he experiences sees him entirely wrapped up in his studies, 

and he finds himself able to concentrate for longer, and more deeply, than he had 

previously been able to. Up until the day he takes the test, his every free moment is 

taken up with thinking about English and the vision of all that it will mean to him to 

be successful (for well documented individual-DMCs in varied LLing contexts, see 

Henry et al., 2015; Safdari & Maftoon, 2017; Selҫuk & Erten, 2017; Zarrinabadi & 

Tavakoli, 2017). An example of a group-DMC might be witnessed among students 

volunteering to put on a summer fete for the private language school at which they 

are studying. All immigrants to the UK, this project empowers the group to not only 

engage more deeply and more positively with their local community, but also to share 

their cultures, heritage and passions with all those around them. In the run up to the 

event, the students find themselves working productively together, actively seeking 

out new language as and when they need it, putting themselves in communicative 

scenarios they had previously lacked confidence to engage in, and fully dedicated to 

putting on the best event possible for their peers, teachers, and local community (for 

examples of group-DMCs, see Dörnyei et al., 2016; Muir, 2020; Muir, Florent & Leach, 

2020; Sampson, 2016).  
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A primary cornerstone of all DMC experiences is a clear goal or vision directing 

action. This functions to align the diverse tasks and activities that an individual or 

group must undertake en route to goal achievement. In understanding the motivating 

capacity of DMCs, goal-setting theory (Locke & Latham, 2006) is extended by drawing 

from findings in the areas of vision, self-concordant goals and proximal subgoals 

(Henry et al., 2015). The notion of self-concordant goals (goals that are both deep-

seated and highly identity-relevant, Sheldon & Elliot, 1999) is particularly important; 

it is unlikely that any goal is capable of supporting a DMC. Initial conceptualisations 

of DMCs likened their motivational trajectory to that of a rocket, following a relatively 

predictable path “as determined by the conditions surrounding its launch” (Dörnyei et 

al., 2015: 103). That a situation’s initial conditions are critical to its subsequent 

functioning is a core tenet of a complex dynamic systems (CDS) approach to 

understanding (Hiver & Papi, 2019). The immeasurable number of factors 

contributing to any situation’s initial conditions means that accurate prediction of 

DMC emergence is impossible. However, steps can be taken to make specific 

motivational emergence more likely (Davis & Sumara, 2006), implying tangible 

pedagogical applications. Research to date has taken initial steps in investigating the 

emergence of DMCs (e.g., in relation to specific goals and triggers, Ibrahim, 2017; 

Muir, 2020; Selҫuk & Erten, 2017; Zarrinabadi et al., 2019; See Future avenue 1) and 

there has similarly been initial investigation of the application of DMC theory to 

language pedagogy via group projects (e.g., Dörnyei et al., 2016; Muir, 2020; Muir et 

al., 2020; See Future avenues 1, 3 and 4). 

A second cornerstone of DMC theory relates to their structure. All DMCs have a 

clearly identifiable starting point, and the current of motivation emerged is 

continually re-triggered up until the point the experience ends, thus supporting a 

sustained stream of motivation. While experiencing a DMC, an individual’s ideal L2 

self (Dörnyei, 2009) becomes a part of who they are in the present: it is not only more 

frequently activated, it tends to be more widely activated, even in situations where 

the final goal may not appear to be immediately foregrounded (Dörnyei et al., 2016; 

see Lenton et al., 2013). In practical terms, there are several key elements of a DMC’s 

structure. The first of these is the emergence of regular behavioural routines. These 

can be seen, for example, in the descriptions of Bina, Athena and Oksana, who each 

experienced a DMC learning Swedish, and who carved out specific periods of time 

each day dedicated to study (Henry et al., 2015). A further important structural 

element is the existence of proximal subgoals (Bandura & Schunk, 1981; a chain of 

short-term goals comprising a longer-term goal pathway). In the context of DMCs, 

these serve not only as targets to aim for and markers by which personal progress can 

be judged, but they also play a key role with regards to the accessibility of affirmative 

feedback (positive progress feedback), which is integral to processes supporting 

continued goal striving (see e.g. Henry et al., 2015; Sak, 2019; Zarrinabadi & 

Tavakoli, 2017). Individuals experiencing DMCs appear to be highly attuned and 

receptive to feedback opportunities, interpreting as such even non-verbal cues from 

those around them (Dörnyei et al., 2016; see Future avenues 1 & 4).   
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A third cornerstone of DMC theory is their highly positive emotionality, 

conspicuous across all DMC experiences. This is associated with all tasks in a DMC 

pathway, even those that, when completed in contexts other than that of a DMC, may 

not be perceived as inherently enjoyable (such as giving up multiple evenings a week 

in order to travel an hour each way to attend language classes, as was the case for 

Tina during her DMC learning Italian; Safdari & Maftoon, 2017). This experiential 

element of a DMC has close parallels with Csikszentmihalyi’s notion of flow 

(1975/2000), and indeed, individuals may even experience discrete instances of flow 

within a longer DMC pathway. Flow and DMCs are conceptually distinct. They differ, 

for example, in the source of the positive emotionality characteristic of both (in flow, 

this is associated with the joy intrinsic to completing the task itself, whereas in 

DMCs, it is rooted in the utility of the task in contributing to longer-term goal 

achievement), and the timescales over which they extend (flow experiences typically 

last a maximum of hours, DMCs more typically extend over weeks or months; for 

more detailed discussion see Dörnyei et al., 2016, Chapter 1). The positive 

emotionality of DMCs stems from experiences of eudaimonia (deep-seated feelings of 

satisfaction and contentment with where one is, and what one is doing; Waterman, 

1993): it is in this respect that the relevance of self-concordant goals become self-

evident. 

In recent years, motivation literatures, both mainstream and in the context of 

LLing, have turned to recognise motivation as a dynamic construct (Hiver & Papi, 

2019). Such a perspective foregrounds motivation as ever in flux, evolving and 

developing over time and in response to interrelated context- and situational-factors 

(each themselves also dynamic), and across multiple different timescales. As Henry 

(2019: 144) describes, “The DMC construct is a product of this shift in the theorizing 

of motivation.” The DMC structure intertwines, over time, both a final goal/vision 

energising action with an action plan capable of guiding an individual to realise these 

aims: this ‘perfect match’ functions to amplify rather than absorb energy (Dörnyei et 

al., 2016). It is owing to this self-sustaining nature of DMCs – integrating both cause 

and effect, meaning that “the outworking of the initial motive becomes part of the 

energy source itself” (Dörnyei et al., 2016: xii) – that DMCs occupy a unique position in 

the landscape of motivation research. While DMCs are ongoing, they are able to 

regulate fluctuation in individuals’ experiences of long-term goal striving (Gümüş, 

2019; Selҫuk & Erten, 2017), and align diverse factors against the backdrop of our 

chaotic world. DMCs have thus been argued to open up a “window for systematic 

research into motivational dynamics” (Dörnyei et al., 2015: 98). 

3. DMCs: An agenda for future research 

The study of DMCs remains in its infancy, yet it is supported by a growing body of 

empirical research. This has included confirmatory studies, interrogating the 

underpinnings of DMC theory (e.g. Henry et al., 2015; Safdari & Maftoon, 2017; 

Zarrinabadi & Tavakoli, 2017), qualitative research investigating specific aspects of 

the DMC experience (e.g. positive emotionality, Ibrahim, 2016; and characteristics of 
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DMC emergence, Ibrahim, 2017; Muir, 2020), and research investigating the 

relationships between DMCs and related areas of interest (such as autonomy and self-

efficacy, e.g. Pietluch, 2018, 2019; Zarrinabadi et al., 2019). Quantitative investigation 

has begun to assess the relevance and generalisability of the DMC framework more 

broadly (e.g. Muir, 2020; Ghanizadeh & Jahedizadeh, 2017), and there have also been 

inroads interrogating implications for language pedagogy, both conceptually (e.g. with 

Dörnyei et al.’s, 2016, seven proposed frameworks for focused interventions) and 

empirically (e.g. Muir, 2020; Muir et al., 2020; Sampson, 2016).  

In proposing each of the six avenues below, we offer further commentary regarding 

specific research gaps and scope for development. We highlight research completed to 

date, related findings from other areas of investigation, and offer rationale for the 

value of further study in this area. For each future avenue put forward, we suggest 

several more specific directions in which work might begin. 

3.1. Future avenue 1. Triggering and re-triggering the current: The launch and 

continuation of DMCs 

Dörnyei et al. (2016: 59) propose that “the successful launch of a DMC relies on two 

key factors: the alignment of the necessary conditions and the availability of a specific 

triggering stimulus”: the effectiveness of any triggering stimulus in facilitating DMC 

emergence is therefore dependent on its relationship with the various contextual, 

personal, and time factors it intersects with. Key elements of these initial conditions 

are thought to include a clear set of goals, a sense of individual ownership and control, 

perceived balance of challenges and skills – i.e., confidence that one’s skills match up 

to task demands – and openness to the DMC experience (we return to this, that is, an 

individuals’ propensity to experience DMCs, in Future avenue 2). In the context of 

group DMCs, this final condition is superseded by a group-level equivalent; “the 

maturity of the group to work independently” (Dörnyei et al., 2016: 151). For 

Ibrahim’s (2017) participants, the two most important conditions emerged were the 

existence of clear goals (it is noteworthy that these tended to begin as rooted in 

participants’ wider career goals and other life ambitions, becoming more concrete and 

language-specific when paired with a suitable trigger; see also Selçuk & Erten, 2017), 

perceived feasibility of success, and levels of control. Gümüş’s (2019) work has further 

indicated the importance of a situation’s initial conditions or parameters as 

moderating a trigger’s effectiveness, and Sak (2019) similarly underlines the link 

between DMCs and earlier learning experiences. 

Examples of DMC triggers include an attractive opportunity or reactance to a 

negative experience (see Dörnyei et al., 2016; Ibrahim, 2017; Zarrinabadi et al., 2019). 

In the most comprehensive study investigating DMC triggers to date, Muir (2020) 

categorized the triggers reported by her 1,452 participants into four distinct 

groupings: triggers linked to positive external influences (e.g. a final piece of the 

puzzle falling into place), triggers linked to negative external influences (e.g. a form of 

reactance/need to save face), outcome-led triggers (e.g. a single, explicit goal/vision), 
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and triggers linked to more interpersonal reasons (e.g. finding a new passion and 

immediately becoming hooked). Ibrahim (2017) highlighted five triggers igniting his 

participants’ DMC experiences (a negative emotion, meeting others who shared 

similar passions, emergent opportunities, new information, and moments of 

realization/awakening), and the qualitative accounts he presents offer insight into the 

interrelationships between these triggers and the context in which they acted. 

The value of exploring these questions (and, conversely, barriers to DMC emergence 

and continuance; Muir, 2021) lies in the potential to obtain a more effective toolkit 

able to purposefully facilitate and support LLing DMCs in pedagogic settings (see 

Future avenues 3 & 4).  

Research avenue 1a: Reflecting the importance of a situation’s initial conditions to 

subsequent functioning, dedicated investigation of the dynamic relationship between 

specific DMC triggers and the environment in which they are situated is needed, to 

develop further the generally more descriptive work already conducted in this area. 

Building on retrospective studies providing detailed description of participants’ LLing 

DMC experiences (e.g. Ibrahim, 2017; Safdari & Maftoon, 2017; Zarrinabadi & 

Tavakoli, 2017), methods such as Retrodictive Qualitative Modelling (RQM; Dörnyei, 

2014) have the potential to shed light on this interaction; differences/commonalities, 

for example, in the environments of individuals whose DMC was sparked by the same 

type of trigger.  

Research avenue 1b: Research to date has focused on triggers as linked to DMC 

emergence, yet a DMC is supported over time by a continued re-triggering of the 

current after distractions (Dörnyei et al., 2016). Little is known about the 

characteristics or the specific functioning of these ‘re-triggers’. For example, it is not 

clear what forms or types these ‘re-triggers’ might take; whether the types of triggers 

identified in datasets relating to the point of DMC emergence may map similarly onto 

novel datasets of ‘re-triggers’. Focus may be directed towards commonalities in these 

‘re-triggers’ in DMCs with similar/different end goals, and specific emotions these 

instances of re-triggering elicit and how this contributes to, or otherwise influences, 

the overall positive emotionality of the DMC experience (see Ibrahim, 2016). This 

question is of equal importance where ‘re-triggers’ are and where they are not 

successful in maintaining the DMC current (investigating the motivational dynamics 

of unsuccessful DMCs may have much to contribute to the way in which teachers 

manage specific aspects of classroom practice and materials design in relation to DMC 

emergence). 

3.2. Future avenue 2. DMCs and individual differences 

Research in the context of flow theory and personality psychology on the correlates 

of a propensity to experience flow has confirmed the presence of an autotelic 

personality, thus representing an individual difference factor in flow experiences 

(Johnson, Keiser, Skarin, & Ross, 2014; Ross & Keiser, 2014). It has been 

hypothesised that a similar personality trait may also be identifiable in relation to 
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DMCs (Dörnyei et al., 2016). Subsequent research (e.g. Gümüş, 2019, Muir, 2020; 

Selçuk & Erten 2017; Ghanizadeh & Jahedizadeh, 2017) has indicated that some 

people have indeed experienced DMCs on more than one occasion, and that some may 

have a particular set of personality traits or competences which make them more 

prone to experiencing DMCs. Research on the notion of autotelic personality has, 

however, remained a relatively minor focus of flow research (Swann, Keegan, Piggott 

& Crust, 2012), and it may be that future research in each context can productively 

contribute to the other. This avenue of research is imperative from the perspective of 

pedagogic application, with respect to the appropriacy of enacting dedicated 

interventions rooted in DMC theory in specific contexts. 

A plausible point at which to begin to explore a personality trait factor in the 

context of DMCs is to explore similar factors that have been identified in relation to 

autotelic personalities in the flow literature. Much of this research has been in 

relation to the ‘big five’ or ‘five factor’ model (FFM) of personality – comprising 

openness, conscientiousness, neuroticism, agreeableness, and extraversion – with 

Costa and McCrae’s (1992) inventory most commonly employed in many empirical 

studies (e.g. Johnson et al., 2014; Ross & Keiser, 2014). Supported by other work in 

this area (e.g. Johnson et al., 2014; Ullén et al., 2012), Ross and Keiser concluded that 

“findings suggest a substantial degree of overlap between flow-propensity in general 

life and FFM personality traits, indicating that autotelic personality can be ‘captured’ 

to a large extent in an FFM nomological network” (2013: 6). Traits that have emerged 

most prominently in their ability to predict an individual’s propensity to experience 

flow include higher conscientiousness and lower neuroticism (higher emotional 

stability; Johnson et al., 2014; Ross & Keiser, 2014; Ullén et al., 2016; Ullén et al., 

2012). Research has focused not only on these ‘big five’, but also the facets of which 

each is comprised (for example, the positive correlation of higher conscientiousness 

with a propensity to experience flow has been demonstrated to be most strongly 

related to the facets of self-discipline and achievement-striving; Ross & Keiser, 2014), 

and Ross and Keiser (2014) have further investigated the relationship between the 

FFM and discrete aspects of the flow experience.  

Other lines of research investigating various temperament dimensions have found 

persistence and novelty seeking to be strong predictors of flow (e.g. Teng, 2011), and 

Keller and Bless (2008) and Keller and Blomann (2008) have found a systematic 

relationship between individual differences in various self-regulatory competencies 

and flow experiences. Relevant personality traits are further discussed by Baumann 

(2012) as representational of differences in an individual’s need for achievement and 

key competencies related to self-regulation, both of which she positions as “boundary 

conditions of flow” (p. 168). Future research investigating these factors and 

individuals’ propensity to experience DMCs may prove fruitful.  

A related research direction has been investigation of the relationships between an 

individual’s DMC Disposition (a composite variable comprised of 10 Likert statements 

tapping into all elements of the DMC construct; Muir, 2020) and other psychological 

variables. To date, this has included investigation of the relationship with an 
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individual’s willingness to communicate (WTC), autonomy, self-confidence and self-

concept (Zarrinabadi et al., 2019), and self-efficacy (Pietluch 2018, 2019). In future, 

research might also explore other relationships, for example with past attributions, 

mindsets, and creativity, to name but a few. The development of such an agenda 

would also provide a valuable starting point for research relating to potential ongoing 

effects from DMC experiences (see Future avenue 5). Although this future avenue is 

premised on the supposition that there is a subset of people who are likely to be more 

highly disposed to experience DMCs than others, Dörnyei et al. (2016) have argued 

that, with suitable environment and opportunity, it might be the case that all 

individuals may be able to experience this type of motivational emergence.  

Future avenue 2a: Of the FFM (Costa & McCrae, 1992), high conscientiousness and 

low neuroticism have most strongly correlated with an individual’s propensity to 

experience flow: this suggests a practical starting point from which a similar line of 

research may be followed in relation to DMCs. Large-scale quantitative questionnaire 

studies investigating any such correlations might draw on scales and study designs 

already validated in previous work in these areas.   

Future avenue 2b: Drawing on, for example, Başöz and Erten (2018, 2019), a further 

fruitful future avenue will be to continue the investigation of links between 

individuals’ experiences of DMCs and their WTC: between differences and/or any 

changes in students’ WTC during projects that do and do not facilitate group-DMC 

emergence (see Future avenue 3); relationships between individuals’ 

[individual/group, in-class/out-of-class] DMC experiences and their [in-class/out-of-

class] WTC; the period of time over which any [positive/negative] changes in WTC 

linked to DMC experiences may endure (see also Future avenue 5). Due to the ability 

of DMCs to support individuals acting in manners over and above what they may 

typically be capable of, classroom observations may be a productive means by which to 

collect data regarding students in-class WTC prior to and during an intensive group 

project/group-DMC experience (see Future avenue 3). Furthermore, extracts of 

recordings taken as part of this data collection may even be used to support students’ 

continued language development, for example via the use of video self-

modelling/‘success tapes’ (Vlaeva, under review). 

3.3. Future avenue 3. Pedagogical implications 1: Group-DMCs and projects 

The way educational projects are implemented in pedagogic settings can vary 

widely. Although educational projects are not a novel methodological approach, 

empirical work rooted in project-based learning has historically lacked a robust 

theoretical foundation (Stoller, 2006). A “more complex instructional concept than the 

term suggests” (Stoller, 2006: 21), theoretical underpinning for projects has tended to 

look instead to literatures related to purported positive outcomes, for example learner 

motivation, autonomy and self-confidence (Stoller, 2006; Muir, 2019). DMC theory has 

been positioned as able to further develop the theoretical foundation for projects by 

offering a coherent and comprehensive framework and springboard for development 
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which, particularly in the context of LLing, “the field has heretofore been lacking” 

(Muir, 2020: 202).  

There is a considerable body of research around project-based learning in general 

education, and a burgeoning foundation is emerging rooted in the context of LLing 

(Beckett & Chamness-Miller, 2006; Beckett & Slater, 2020; Gras-Velázquez, 2020). A 

related area of study relevant to our understanding of project design is task-based 

language teaching (TBLT). Although there is a sizeable literature on TBLT, focus has 

tended to centre on cognitive rather than motivational aspects of task design (see 

Dörnyei, 2019). Research investigating, for example, the effects of task design on 

various aspects of a learner’s engagement, both with the task itself and with their 

peers (e.g. Erten & Altay, 2009), will doubtless be highly pertinent (owing to the 

recognition that, fundamentally, projects are comprised of a series of interlinked 

tasks). 

In their 2016 book, Dörnyei et al. proposed seven ‘frameworks for focused 

interventions’ as a starting point for the practical application of DMC theory to 

language pedagogy. These seven project design variants each position a different 

cornerstone of DMC theory as the primary motivational driver. For example, the 

positive emotionality of the DMC experience is core to the ‘That’s me!’ project 

framework, whereas DMC structure is central to the ‘Step by Step’ and ‘Story Sequels’ 

variants. This conceptualisation similarly acknowledges that different project designs 

will be suitable for different classroom contexts, different student groupings, and as 

directed towards different pedagogic aims. Muir (2020) prefers to talk of projects ‘with 

DMC potential’, emphasising the fact that any project design may only be considered 

as having the potential to facilitate this type of motivational emergence, that it cannot 

ever be considered guaranteed.  

Initial empirical support for the ‘DMC potential’ of one of these project frameworks 

(‘All Eyes on the Final Product’, centered around a clear, overarching end goal) to be 

able to facilitate a group-DMC has been demonstrated with a class of EFL Business 

English learners studying at a private language school in Australia (Muir, 2020; Muir 

et al., 2020). There emerged convincing evidence that this project design, which 

challenged students to organise and host a charity fundraising event, did facilitate the 

emergence of a powerful group-DMC, yet research to date has only taken first steps in 

exploring the practical application of DMC theory.  

Research avenue 3a: Initial empirical evidence has suggested that an ‘All Eyes on 

the Final Product’ project template does indeed have some ‘DMC potential’. 

Immediate follow on areas of inquiry therefore include interrogation of the efficacy of 

this project design in different contexts, with different learner groups, taught by 

different teachers, and directed towards different end goals. Muir (2020) and Muir et 

al. (2020) offer a practical template that such a research direction might take, with 

collected data including interviews, observations, and participant journals (see Muir, 

2021, for discussion of practical approaches to researching group-DMCs specifically 

from a CDS perspective).  
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 Research avenue 3b: A criticism of L2 motivation research more broadly has been 

that many empirical studies rely on outcome variables such as intended effort, instead 

of seeking to relate findings to specific aspects of L2 development (Ushioda, 2016). 

Research centered around group-DMCs, due to the inherently goal-orientedness and 

largely self-contained teaching sequences of projects, may be ideally placed to address 

this call. Muir (2020) reported considerable language development as perceived by 

participants in relation to (productive) vocabulary skills and speaking/listening 

fluency, among other areas. Focus on tracing these aspects of language development 

(that were facilitated by an ‘All eyes on the final product’ project design) would 

provide a productive starting point for future replication studies. Ushioda (2016) also 

highlights several practical inroads, with the accessible and adaptable ‘research tasks’ 

she suggests all tailored to the ‘small lens’ investigation of students’ motivation and 

language development. Other fruitful areas of study in this vein include the 

investigation of variation (in relation to the amount/aspects of) in language 

development in students compared with (a) each other, and (b) students completing a 

similar project design but from which a group-DMC does not emerge. 

3.4. Future avenue 4. Pedagogical implications: Instructed classroom environments 

and individual-DMCs 

Managing a group’s dynamic and the development of positive student roles, norms, 

and whole group cohesiveness is a fundamental component of a teacher’s role (Dörnyei 

& Muir, 2019). Individual-DMCs, however, are rooted in highly identity-relevant, 

supremely personal goals, and, with this in mind, it is not immediately apparent the 

ways in which general classroom practice might seek to support students experiencing 

them.  

Sak’s (2019) study, investigating the effect of contextual factors on DMC processes 

in instructed settings, reports on two participants experiencing individual-DMCs and 

highlights several valuable points of departure. Both were triggered by course 

enrolment and the opportunity to devote more time to study, however, both students’ 

DMC goals – for Duygu, to be able to speak freely in English while travelling and in 

her personal and professional life, and for Özge, a long awaited opportunity to ‘prove’ 

herself and her English competence – are ultimately unrelated to it. Sak’s analysis 

highlights key ways in which the course was able to support their DMC experiences, 

and areas in which it struggled to do so. One area that both Duygu and Özge 

commented on was the importance of the instructed classroom environment in 

relation to receiving affirmative feedback (a core part of a DMC’s structure supporting 

ongoing momentum). This positive progress feedback appeared to take on additional 

significance for both participants throughout their DMC, and this was particularly 

true for Özge, whose anxiety levels rose as she sought even to avoid taking exams for 

fear of receiving negative feedback. It is similarly interesting to note that both 

participants rated their classes most highly when “the teacher taught well” (Özge; p. 

168). As Sak (2019: 168) reflects, those classes which were rated most highly were 

characterised by, “teaching procedures which provide room for individual autonomy 
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and self-expression”: that is, we might speculate, those teaching procedures that best 

allowed Duygu and Özge to enact their autonomy to adapt and use these lessons to 

serve their own ends (i.e., to act as stepping stones in their individual-DMC 

pathways). Gümüş’s (2019) study, exploring the in-class motivational and affective 

states, and effort fluctuation patterns of EFL learners, and specific factors influencing 

these ebbs and flows, offers similar conclusions. The teacher and their teaching 

practice was found to play a critical role in supporting a student, Lexa, in 

experiencing an individual-DMC, with specific factors emerged including the 

availability of supplementary materials, the teacher’s ability to facilitate an enjoyable 

and sharing atmosphere, the teacher’s perceived emotional state, and all students’ 

active engagement in the lesson. 

A wide range of micro-level factors in instructed language classroom contexts are 

likely to enhance and impair students’ DMC experiences. This is similarly true for 

both individual-DMCs, as in these examples here, and when group-DMCs emerge 

across classes as a whole (as discussed in Future avenue 3). Fruitful areas of inquiry 

may therefore center around the ways in which DMC experiences are both promoted 

and inhibited as dependent on context-related and situation-specific parameters 

related to instructed language classrooms, and the resultant effects on students’ 

experiences.  

Research avenue 4a: To develop an empirical basis for the development of broad 

principles that teachers might incorporate into their pedagogy in order to support 

students experiencing individual, LLing-focused DMCs at the time of attending their 

classes, further research into the ways in which individual-DMC experiences are 

promoted and/or inhibited by context and situation-specific parameters within 

language classrooms is needed. Focusing on feedback may be a fruitful starting point. 

For example, this might see investigation exploring whether, and in what ways, 

students’ experiencing individual-DMCs engage differently with in-class feedback 

compared to their peers not experiencing individual-DMCs; whether there is variation 

of engagement linked to different types of feedback/different means by which it is 

given; what lessons might be extrapolated from students’ increased engagement with 

feedback throughout DMCs that could be used to support other students’ receptivity 

to the same feedback opportunities. Retrospective interviews conducted immediately 

after (group-)DMCs end, analysed alongside rich datasets collected as they unfold 

would allow for a better understanding of learners’ lived experiences, allowing 

researchers also to better identify and interpret any ‘rose tinted glasses’ participants 

may later don. 

3.5. Future avenue 5. DMCs and longer-term positive effects 

From a pedagogical perspective, perhaps one of the most compelling questions for 

study is whether there may be positive longer-term effects to experiencing DMCs. 

There has yet to be any dedicated empirical study in this area, yet in the context of 

LLing, Muir (2020) has foregrounded the relevance of findings recently emerged in 
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the study abroad literature, particularly the context of short-term study abroad 

(STSA; typically lasting between three to eight weeks, Badstübner & Ecke, 2009). It is 

widely acknowledged, equally in anecdotal and empirical accounts, that periods of 

study abroad do not lead reliably to uniform experiences of student success, even for 

students in seemingly identical environments (Churchill & DuFon, 2006; Kinginger, 

2011). Some students do, however, make remarkable progress, and evidence is 

emerging that suggests some of these positive effects may endure (for example, in 

relation to students’ ideal L2 selves, effort and self-efficacy; Fryer & Roger, 2018; Ueki 

& Takeuchi, 2016). Drawing on Fryer and Roger’s (2018) discussion of DMCs and 

their participants’ experiences during and subsequent to periods of STSA, Muir (2020) 

has argued that the positive after-effects documented may not be solely rooted in the 

STSA experience itself, but that instead the critical factor may have been the 

experience of a DMC.  

Seeking to facilitate DMC experiences for students through the introduction of 

projects ‘with DMC potential’ (see Future avenue 3) is undoubtedly time, resource and 

effort intensive. Yet, additional justification for such investments would be found if 

discrete positive outcomes from the experience may be demonstrated to endure after a 

DMC comes to an end.  

Research avenue 5a: The starting point for research must be to empirically 

document any long-term effects of LLing DMCs (assessed e.g. at 2/6/9 months after a 

DMC ends), as experienced in a broad array of teaching and learning contexts, and in 

relation to both individual and group-DMCs. This question could fruitfully be 

investigated both in the context of STSA and in other teaching and learning contexts, 

alongside investigation of variability in the extent and type of long-term effect 

documented both between individuals, and as linked to different project frameworks 

and end goals. Enduring positive outcomes documented in the STSA literature relate 

to students’ motivation, ideal L2 selves, effort and self-efficacy (Fryer & Roger, 2018; 

Ueki & Takeuchi, 2016), indicating a practical potential starting point for research. 

Research avenue 5b: It may not be the case that ongoing positive effects are 

witnessed after every DMC experience. In such cases, in-depth, qualitative case 

studies (Duff, 2020) may shed light on why some individuals do not go on to 

experience anticipated or hoped-for effects. Investigation might include the 

identification and exploration of specific barriers, and seek potential mitigations able 

to help lessen the impact (that might then be incorporated into teaching sequences in 

instructed contexts). 

3.6. Future avenue 6. DMCs and long-term motivation  

DMCs are unique among other experiences of successful, long-term goal striving – 

individuals experiencing DMCs do not need to rely on perseverance, grit, or other 

highly self-regulated forms of behaviour in order to sustain the current of motivation 

– DMCs have thus been positioned as representing a ‘perfect’ form of approach 

motivation (Dörnyei et al., 2016). The distinction between approach and avoidance 
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motivation has long been recognised in psychology, yet across the field of LLing, 

research into regulatory focus has received only marginal attention (Csizér, 2019; 

Papi et al., 2019).  

Addressing this call and arguing similarly, Henry and Davydenko (2020) extend the 

analysis of Henry et al. (2015; which investigated the DMCs of three adult learners of 

Swedish) by exploring the experiences of another subset of participants who were 

similarly motivated to achieve long-term L2 goals, but who did not experience DMCs. 

Drawing on the approach-avoidance dichotomy, in their analysis Henry and 

Davydenko highlight several key participant profiles. One comprised participants 

whose “approach disposition of becoming proficient in Swedish was matched by an 

approach-oriented regulation pattern” (Henry & Davydenko, 2020: 369): that is, their 

motivation was like valenced (see Elliot, Eder & Harmon-Jones, 2013). Examples of 

these participants’ goals included the development or continuation of their 

professional identities in the new country they called home. Another participant 

profile included participants who exhibited a similar approach disposition, but instead 

paired this with avoidance-focused regulation (it was opposite balanced). Examples of 

these participants’ goals included wanting to avoid the need to apply for financial 

support via state benefits, or to avoid being negatively positioned as an immigrant 

who could not speak the language. Long-term motivation has been positioned as a key 

area for future research (Dörnyei, 2020), and Henry and Davydenko’s (2020) use of 

DMC theory as a template for study suggests its utility beyond that rooted solely in 

understanding the DMC experience in and of itself. 

Another area of emerging interest in the context of LLing is language learner 

engagement (Mercer & Dörnyei, 2020; Hiver, Al-Hoorie & Mercer, 2020). Although 

definitional distinctions between the terms ‘motivation’ and ‘engagement’ continue to 

be a subject of discussion, the “core notion” at the center of this is that of action 

(Mercer, 2019: 3): a highly motivated language learner may not go on to exhibit actual 

engagement in productive learning behaviours. Research into language learner 

engagement is a relatively young field of investigation in context of LLing, yet it is 

already well-established in mainstream education, where it has been described as “the 

holy grail of learning” (Sinatra et al., 2015: 1).  

Mercer (2019: 6) has argued that DMC theory may provide a key avenue for the 

further development of understanding related to language learner engagement. As 

she describes:  

What is needed is a holistic framework that brings together various strands to 

understand language learning engagement as an action component of dynamic 

motivational processes in multilevel ecologies, such as within schools, classrooms, 

and interactions, and on micro- and macro-timescales such as across years of 

schooling and within the minutes of working on a task.  

Mercer positions DMCs as having already begun to forge this path. She further 

argues that continued development here, and of understanding relating to 

motivational antecedents and conditions, conversely including also factors which may 
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act as barriers to language learner engagement (see also Muir, 2021), will be central 

to achieving this more holistic understanding. Rather than focusing on self-regulatory 

strategies aimed at limiting the loss of motivational momentum once it has begun, 

DMC theory centers its focus instead on the “positive contributions of goal striving” 

(Dörnyei et al., 2016: 27):  

DMCs concern the motivational components and conditions that can energize 

engagement with an ongoing project, and reflect exactly the kind of holistic coming-

together of all the necessary parts which theoretical accounts in mainstream 

psychology have been lacking. (Dörnyei et al., 2016: 35) 

The motivational current emerged in a DMC is thus capable of facilitating “an 

optimal form of engagement with an extended project” (Dörnyei et al., 2016: 33), and 

in so doing, it “can be seen to offer an optimal template for understanding long-term 

motivated behavior” (Dörnyei et al., 2016: 35).  

Research avenue 6a: Selҫuk & Erten’s (2017) and Gümüş’s (2019) findings indicate 

that individuals experiencing DMCs may demonstrate more stable longitudinal 

trajectories than motivated individuals not experiencing DMCs. DMCs are able to cut 

through the complexity of the surrounding environment, and function to align diverse 

factors towards a single outcome (Dörnyei et al., 2015). It may thus be reasonable to 

conclude that the experience of DMCs might also positively affect other elements 

related to the longitudinal stability of motivated action. Building on initial work in 

this area, future research might productively investigate the longitudinal stability of 

variables such as ideal L2 selves, effort, self-efficacy and WTC, both over time, and 

compared to that of highly motivated individuals who are not experiencing DMCs. 

Research avenue 6b: Student engagement is a multifaceted construct, comprising 

cognitive, affective and behavioural aspects (Fredricks et al., 2004). With a view to 

better supporting teachers’ ability to construct project designs that are able to support 

specific aspects of students’ engagement, Ushioda’s (2016) small lens approach may 

again offer productive, practical inroads. Issues of interest may include the extent to 

which specific aspects of students’ engagement varies with different project designs, 

or between similar project designs directed towards different end goals, and the 

extent to which students’ engagement (and various aspects of) is variable among 

individual group members throughout and/or subsequent to a group-DMC (and factors 

that might explain this variation). 

4. Conclusions 

In this paper, we have laid out six future avenues for DMC research, drawing on 

and developing Muir’s (2020) recent discussion. Although not comprehensive, these 

six avenues demonstrate the scope and potential for further study in this area. To 

complement each future avenue, we have pinpointed several more specific areas for 

investigation, and have been able to comment briefly on practical methodological 

approaches that might be adopted. The broad scope of research directions covered 

emphasises the importance of methodological diversity and innovation in future work. 
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LLing motivation research has experienced a revolution in recent years with the 

broad adoption of a CDS approach to understanding (Hiver & Papi, 2019), and the 

field of applied linguistics more widely, too, has taken advantage of this moment in 

time to take stock, and to more consciously consider and develop the theoretical 

principles underpinning field-specific methods (McKinley, 2020). Simultaneously 

embracing the CDS approaches gaining acceptance, and the methodological 

innovation emerged partly as a direct result thereof (Hiver & Al-Hoorie, 2020), 

suggests high promise for future research efforts and findings awaiting ahead. We feel 

confident that the potential rewards of these labours with respect to the future of 

DMC research will be worth the effort. 
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