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Abstract 

Drawing on theories about and previous research on second language (L2) motivation and   

students with special needs, the present study adopts a content analysis approach to examine 

how L2 English teachers, in Swedish secondary schools, motivate students within Autism 

Spectrum Disorder (ASD) to develop their English language. This topic was investigated by 

interviewing three teachers at different schools with experience of working with ASD 

students. A semi-structured interview format was used. The findings revealed that the teachers 

used many different methods in order to motivate their students. They deliberately planned for 

their students to feel included in the plan for their respective education in English and often 

connected assignments to individual students’ interests. Further, they praised their students’ 

positive qualities and tried to work so that the students saw that there was a ‘profit’ from 

completing each assignment. Furthermore, the investigation revealed that different study 

materials could be useful for students within ASD. One of the teachers had received advice 

from The National Agency for Special Needs Education and Schools to apply to the teaching 

of students in special needs education; she found the suggested advice complex. 
 

Keywords: content analysis, motivation, teaching methods, L2, English, special needs 

education, autism spectrum disorder, ASD 
 

Sammanfattning på svenska 

I enlighet med teorier och tidigare forskning om motivation för andraspråksinlärning (L2), 

och för elever i behov av särkskilt stöd, tillämpar denna studie en innehållsanalys för att 

undersöka hur L2 lärare i engelska, i svenska högstadieskolor, motiverar elever inom 

autismspektrumtillstånd att utveckla sitt engelska språk. Studien bygger på intervjuer med tre 

lärare på deras respektive skolor, som hade erfarenhet av att arbeta med elever inom 

autsimspektrumtillstånd. Intervjuerna var semistrukturerade. Resultatet från denna studie 

visade att de använde många olika metoder för att motivera sina elever. Bland annat planerade 

de medvetet för att få eleverna att känna sig inkluderade i planen för sina respektive 

utbildningar och kopplade uppgifterna till elevernas individuella intressen. Lärarna berömde 

sina elever då de uppvisade positiva egenskaper, och fick dem att inse att det finns en ‘vinst’ 

med att färdigställa varje uppgift. Studien visar också att olika läromedel kan vara användbara 

för elever inom autismspektrumtillstånd. En av lärarna hade fått råd från Specialpedagogiska 

skolmyndigheten att tillämpa dessa i sin undervisning av elever i behov av särskilt stöd, men 

läraren upplevde detta som komplext.  

 

Nyckelord: innehållsanalys, motivation, undervisningsmetoder, L2, engelska, elever i behov 

av särskilt stöd, autismspektrumtillstånd  
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1. Introduction and aim  

When I started working as an L2 English teacher in secondary school in Sweden a few years 

ago, I noticed that it was very challenging to motivate students within Autism Spectrum 

Disorder (ASD). They did not find the regular school books meaningful and they often did not 

start working on their assignments. The explanation I mostly got from the students was that 

they thought they already knew the grammar or glossary with which we were working. The 

challenge then, for me as a teacher, was to find material that could inspire them to want to 

learn more and to find the assignments meaningful.  

According to Autism & Aspergerförbundet (2018), in almost every secondary school in 

Sweden, teachers are likely to come across a student within ASD, as autism is common; one 

out of 150 children is diagnosed with ASD. In my experience, these students attend regular 

classes, although at times they might be taught separately from the regular classes in special 

needs education groups.  

It is important to find more successful teaching methods in order to motivate students within 

ASD. This requires that teachers have the knowledge they need to teach these students in the 

best way possible. Teachers need to know about various difficulties connected with this 

diagnosis. In most cases teachers cannot blame the students for not working, instead they need 

to find ways to inspire and motivate them to learn.  

1.1 Aim  

The aim of this degree project is to gain more knowledge about how teachers motivate 

students within ASD to develop their English language. To limit the scope of my study, the 

focus will be on students within ASD in secondary school (grades 7–9); that is, I focus on a 

specific age group. 

In order to reach my aim I carried out interviews with L2 English teachers who teach students 

within ASD in English. I analyzed the interviews qualitatively, to see if there are certain 

methods teachers recommend when teaching these students. In my analytical work I looked 

for any advice and teaching methods that the interviewees report as successful for motivating 

this special group of students to want to learn more English. 

1.2 Outline 

There are six main sections included in this degree paper. After this first introductory section, 

there is a section called ‘Background: Literature Review’ (section 2) where I discuss ASD and 
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explain different aspects and theories on motivation concerning L2 English acquisition for 

students within ASD. I also present a summary and my ‘Research Questions’, the two 

questions that guided my study. Section 3, ‘Method and Materials’, describes the process of 

the study. Next follows section 4, ‘Results and Discussion’, where I discuss my findings, 

before the paper ends with section 5 ‘Conclusion, limitations and future research’, in which I 

conclude the outcome of my degree paper.  

2. Background 

This background section provides a literature review and contains five subsections with 

information and facts that I find essential for my study. It discusses L2 English, motivation 

and students within ASD. In subsection 2.1, I define ASD and explain how to recognize the 

symptoms in these individuals. I include information about The Curriculum for the 

Compulsory School (Swe. Lgr 11) (Skolverket, 2011) in subsection 2.2. I in particular discuss 

Lgr 11 with regard to the teachers’ work with students with special needs and English. Next, 

in subsection 2.3, I focus on The National Agency for Special Needs Education and Schools 

(Swe. Specialpedagogiska skolmyndigheten), how the employees help teachers to learn about 

teaching methods and teaching materials that can work well with students within ASD. In 

subsection 2.4, there is a discussion about Ross Greene and his idea of Collaborative Problem 

Solving (Greene, 2011), which may be successful in special needs education. Finally, in 

subsection 2.5, I discuss different aspects of motivation in relation to both regular education 

and special needs education. Finally, in subsection 2.6, I present my research questions.  

2.1 Autism Spectrum Disorder (ASD)  

The knowledge of ASD has evolved significantly over the last decades. Nowadays it is 

accepted that ASD is a spectrum of conditions, a set of different developmental trajectories 

that describes an individual’s interpersonal relations and tends to create a behavior that is 

rigid and repetitive (Bowler, 2007, p. 25).  People within ASD experience different kinds of 

difficulties in relating to and understanding other people. They can also show signs of 

behavior that is stereotypical and marked by particular characteristics, such as repetitive use 

of language, and restricted patters of interest (Bowler, 2007, p. 13).  

It is also known that individuals within ASD focus on details instead of the whole context, 

they are less likely to use sentence context to help decide on pronunciation. For example, 
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when it comes to pronunciation, this is relevant to the teaching and learning of English 

(Bowler, 2007, p. 95).  

Bowler (2007, p. 12) explains that the criteria listed in the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual 

(DSM-IV) are used to determine if an individual is diagnosed with ASD. This manual is used 

in America; more common in the rest of the world is the tenth edition of the International 

Classification of Diseases (ICD-10) which shows a remarkable similarity with DSM-IV 

(Bowler, 2007, p. 14). The Swedish version is called ICD-10 SE (Socialstyrelsen, 2018). In 

fact, in both the American and Swedish diagnostic manual, the criteria for diagnosing people 

are based on these aspects: 

1. Qualitative impairment in social interaction. 

2. Qualitative impairments in communication. 

3. Restricted repetitive and stereotypical patterns of behavior, interests and activities. 

(Bowler, 2007, p. 12). 

These aspects above are relevant for my study in the way that L2 English teachers have to 

acknowledge these aspects when teaching students within ASD, in terms of the students’ 

difficulties with social interaction and communication.  The following section discusses how 

teachers should teach students within ASD in L2 English according to the curriculum.  

2.2 The curriculum for the compulsory school 2011 – students with special 

needs and English 

The Curriculum for the Compulsory School (Skolverket, 2011, p.10) emphasizes that teaching 

should be adapted to students’ circumstances and needs. Furthermore, it should promote 

students’ further learning and acquisition of knowledge based on students’ backgrounds, 

experiences, language and knowledge. The school has a special responsibility for students 

who, for different reasons, have difficulties in attaining the goals that have been set up for 

their education. They should be given other opportunities to attaining the goals since 

education cannot be the same for every student (Skolverket, 2011, p. 10). 

According to The curriculum for the compulsory school (Skolverket, 2011, p. 11), the mission 

of schooling is to promote learning by stimulating the individual to acquire and develop 

knowledge. The curriculum also says that creative activities are essential components of 

active learning (Skolverket, 2011, p. 11). The following quote describes aspects that could 

help the teachers to motivate students within ASD.  



7 
 

Teaching of English should aim at helping the pupils to develop knowledge of the English 

language and of the areas and contexts where English is used, and also pupils’ confidence 

in their ability to use the language in different situations and for different purposes. 

(Skolverket, 2011, p. 32) 

For students within ASD, the assessment of their communicative skills in English 

may create difficulties. Therefore, there is an exceptions agreement in the school law 

(SFS, 2010:800, chapter 15 §26) that allows teachers to disregard specific parts of 

the curriculum when assessing a students with special needs, for example a student 

within ASD, which is the focus in this study.  

Teachers can also use the exceptions agreement if students’ disability affects them to 

the extent that makes it impossible for the students to reach specific goals 

(Skolverket, 2018). If the exceptions agreement still is not enough for teachers in 

order to assess their students correctly and find teaching materials that are suitable 

for students within ASD, the teachers can receive support from The National Agency 

for Special Needs Education and Schools.  

2.3 The National Agency for Special Needs Education and Schools  

The National Agency for Special Needs Education and Schools (Swe. Specialpedagogiska 

skolmyndigheten, SPSM), has the mission to ensure that children, young people and adults 

have adequate conditions to reach their educational goals regardless of functional ability. 

SPSM has knowledge of the educational consequences of disabilities, and works 

collaboratively with universities in order to bring research and practice closer together. 

Specialpedagogiska skolmyndigheten SPSM (2018) helps schools in Sweden by providing 

special needs support and different teaching materials.  

Part of the counseling that SPSM offers includes questions about study materials and teaching 

aids. This is very important because in many cases a teacher’s choice of material is crucial to 

whether the student will be able to achieve the goals. To reach out to teachers, SPSM offers 

several exhibitions that demonstrate special needs teaching aids and material for students with 

many different types of special needs and disabilities, such as children who are blind or deaf, 

or children within ASD, who are in focus in this study. It is fair to say that 

Specialpedagogiska skolmyndigheten SPSM (2018) produces teaching materials in fields 

where the commercial market does not satisfy the need.  The support from SPSM could be 

helpful because they have insight to the difficulties that pertain to ASD and therefore they can 
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provide information on how to motivate these students. There are other people who also 

provide information on how to motivate students within ASD, and the following section 

introduces one of them.  

2.4 Ross Greene – Collaborative Problem Solving (CPS) 

Ross Greene is a professor of psychology who has conducted research on students with 

psychiatric diagnoses, for example ASD, and is aware of the challenging behavior that comes 

with the diagnoses. He is also a proponent for a model called Collaborative Problem Solving 

(CPS) that is used in special education and built around the belief that if a student is not 

meeting behavioral or academic expectations, then lagging skills must be interfering. The 

teacher should identify the specific lagging skills in order to understand and help the student. 

Teachers sometimes tend to assume the student is not motivated and instead blame the student 

for being attention seeking, manipulative, or unmotivated, or for simply testing the teacher’s 

limits (Greene, 2011, p. 26). 

Greene (2011, p. 27) explains that the student would do well if s/he had the skills because 

doing well is preferable to the student. The notion of ‘Unsolved problems’ refer to specific 

situations in which a student’s lagging skills clash with the demands of the environment. 

Unsolved problems in schools could be reasons why students do not get started on an 

assignment or to why they do not find motivation to complete an assignment without 

distraction from the environment. These problems should preferably be solved together with 

the student, because then the teacher involves the student in the process. In the CPS model 

there are three ways to solve a specific problem in schools, such as to find motivation to 

complete a task; those three options are called Plan A, Plan B, and Plan C (Greene, 2011, p. 

7). 

Plan A means that the will of teachers is the only way to solve the problem, and leads to 

consequences if the student does not follow the will of the teacher. For example, Plan A could 

include a problematic situation with a student who is skipping classes and where the teacher 

says that the student must go to school and attend classes, here there is no room for 

discussion. The will of the adult, in this case the teacher, is the only way to solve the problem, 

because skipping classes is not a legitimate option. 

Plan B means that the teacher and the student solve the specific problem collaboratively. The 

teacher gathers information from the student to get a clear understanding of his/her 

perspective on an unsolved problem. Then, the teacher introduces his/her perspective on the 
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unsolved problem. Finally, the student and the teacher brainstorm and come to realistic and 

mutually satisfactory solutions. 

Plan C means that the teacher drops some unsolved problems, at least for the time being. The 

teacher must set priorities, and Plan C includes disregarding low-priority unsolved problems 

such as students’ attention seeking or testing behavior (Greene, 2011, p. 27). 

Ross Greene’s theory is relevant for my study in that he explains how the teacher could 

motivate students within ASD by letting them have an influence when it comes to their 

education, and that the teacher should focus on what is most important, in this scenario the 

school assignments, and that the teacher should not pay any attention to the students’ testing 

behavior. The following section will discuss motivation further according to L2 English and 

students within ASD.  

2.5 Motivation   

In this section, I discuss different aspects of motivation among students within ASD, which is 

the focus in my study. I explain the difference between extrinsic and intrinsic motivation. I 

also include an account of research that contains different pieces of advice on how to motivate 

students to develop their English language. It is important to try different teaching methods 

for these students within ASD in order to motivate them.  

Motivation is a key aspect of L2 learning. Trying different teaching methods are necessary to 

gain theoretical insights into motivation (Lasagabaster, Doiz, & Sierra, 2014, p. 1). As argued 

by Lasagabaster et al. (2014, p. 1), teachers are looking for comprehensible explanations for 

motivation that can help them to improve their teaching. 

2.5.1 ASD and Motivation 

As a matter of fact, research concerning my study is limited. Yet, some research found that 

students within ASD sometimes have difficulties to complete their assignments in the 

classroom (Koegel, Singh, & Koegel, 2010) (referred to in Denning, & Moody, 2013, p. 4). 

These difficulties include completing assignments and understanding expectations for each 

assignment. The reason for these difficulties may be related to executive functioning deficits 

in students within ASD (Ozonoff & Strayer, 2001) (referred to in Denning, & Moody, 2013, 

p. 4). Executive functioning relates to the ability for individuals to coordinate goal-directed 

behavior and includes difficulties in attention, planning, working memory and set-shifting 
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(Ozonoff & Strayer, 2001) (referred to in Denning, & Moody, 2013, p. 4). These aspects are 

important for L2 English teachers to consider when they plan the education for ASD students.  

Ushioda (1996) (referred to in Lasagabaster et al. 2014, p. 38) discusses that it is important to 

keep in mind is that students are motivated differently. For example, poor performance on a 

language test may for some students weaken their motivation to try further, while for others it 

may increase the motivation to work and strive harder. Similarly, in the case of boring and 

repetitive assignments, the impact on motivation will depend on the students’ response 

(Ushioda, 1996) (referred to in Dörnyei, Muir & Ibrahim, 2014, p. 38). Since students within 

ASDs tend to have a repetitive behavior, some of them may be motivated by doing the same 

type of assignments.  

2.5.2 Extrinsic and intrinsic motivation 

Theobald (2005, p. 16) explains that there are two general types of motivation, extrinsic and 

intrinsic motivation. Extrinsic motivation refers to external influences such as praise and 

rewards. For some students this is necessary for motivation. Intrinsic motivation refers to the 

internal drive within the student to do well because of a desire to be challenged, for the joy of 

participating or learning, or because of a desire to succeed. In fact, intrinsic motivation occurs 

when there is value in the process of doing something. 

Motivation is primarily internal, which means that a student who is not motivated and does 

not want to learn probably cannot be made to learn (Theobald, 2005). According to Theobald 

(2005, p. 16), one of the greatest challenges for teachers in the 21
st
 century is to provide an 

environment in the classroom that can stimulate students’ desire to learn. This task is of 

course complex because of individual differences such as cognitive abilities and personal 

physical challenges (Theobald, 2005, p. 16).  The following quote explains how the teacher 

should act in a classroom among students within, for example, ASD.  

In special education, dealing with student behavior is important for minimizing distractions 

and having students focus on academic topics. It is logical to assume that classroom 

management is a concern for students with disabilities who may have repeatedly failed 

academically. (Witzel &, Mercer, 2003, p. 88) 

2.5.3 Motivation – mindset and relationship aspects 

This section discusses different teaching methods that could be useful in special needs 

education, as well as in regular education. Motivation is also a matter of mindset, as argued by 

Theobald (2005). By the time most students reach middle school, they already have a mindset 
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about what they can or cannot accomplish. If students believe they can manage school work 

they usually can. The same holds if they believe they cannot manage school work, then they 

probably will not and also have less motivation to even try doing their school work 

(Theobald, 2005, p. 20). 

Moreover, Theobald (2005, p. 25) indicates that a tip is to start the classes with a discussion 

of what the students already know because then they feel included in the task. Students who 

already know about the topic can be further challenged or share their knowledge with other 

students, because sometimes students will be more motivated to learn from each other (than 

from the teacher). It is also important to introduce new and different teaching strategies, 

because students learn in various ways, and this means that the teacher should teach in various 

ways, in order to make the learning environment more exciting (Theobald, 2005, p. 25).  

Each student can learn. The challenge for teachers is to figure out what kinds of teaching 

strategies work for the students in any given class. Getting to know students as individuals 

is critical to recognizing how each student can best learn. (Theobald, 2005, p. 20) 

Another aspect of motivation is to teach students about grading scales, evaluative criteria, and 

scoring guides. The reason for this is that students will have a better understanding of what 

the teacher is expecting in each assignment. In fact, if students are well aware of what is 

expected of them, they become more interested and motivated to work and finish their 

assignments (Theobald, 2005, p. 26). 

Mustapha, Rahman and Yunus (2010) argue that the relationship between the teacher and the 

students is important for motivation. They found that certain characteristics of the teacher 

influence the level of students’ participation in the classroom. The teachers who were 

understanding, supportive and encouraging were most likely to get better responses from their 

students. By asking questions and connecting the assignment to the students’ daily life the 

teachers possibly obtain a positive response from their students (Mustapha, Rahman & Yunus, 

2010) (referred to in Aziz, Quraishi, & Kazi, 2018, p. 212) 

Other aspects that have been shown to influence students’ engagement in classroom activities 

in a positive way include, for example, English activities that involved the use of information 

and communication technology (ICT), popular culture, challenges and competitions (Henry, 

Korp, Sundqvist, & Thorsen, 2018).  



12 
 

2.6 Summary and research questions  

To summarize Section 2, nowadays it is accepted that ASD is a spectrum of conditions and it 

is known that people within ASD experience different kinds of difficulties and they can also 

show signs of behavior that is stereotypical and marked by particular characteristics.  

Therefore, these aspects above are relevant for my study in the way that L2 English teachers 

have to acknowledge these aspects when teaching students within ASD. Specialpedagogiska 

skolmyndigheten (SPSM) is able to provide counseling for teachers. Moreover, different 

aspects of motivation is discussed, particularly how the teacher can motivate ASD students in 

terms of extrinsic and intrinsic motivation, Collaborative Problem Solving, mindset and 

relationship.  

By conducting this study, I aim to learn more about L2 motivation among students within 

ASD. The following two research questions guided my study:  

1. How do L2 English teachers in secondary school motivate students within ASD to 

develop their English language? 

2. What teaching methods and study materials could be successful for motivating 

students within ASD?  

3 Method  

As mentioned, the aim of this degree project is to gain more knowledge about how teachers 

motivate students within ASD to develop their English language. In section 3.1, the 

participants in the study are introduced and in section 3.2, the ethical considerations are 

discussed. In section 3.3, the aim of the interviews is described. Next, in section 3.4, I focus 

on the procedure of the data collection. Finally in section 3.5, I explain the method of 

analysis.   

3.1 Participants  

Three English teachers participated in my study, all women. The study was conducted at three 

Swedish secondary schools of medium size, located in a medium-sized town. Each 

participating teacher teaches only ASD students in special needs education groups. The 

students are13 to16 years old; that is, they belong to grades 7–9. There are approximately ten 

students in each classroom. I had met these teachers prior to this study when we all 

participated in continuous professional development courses centering on students with 
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special needs education. When I approached the teachers and asked for permission to 

interview them for this degree project, they were informed about the topic of the research. 

When reporting my findings, I have chosen to give the interviewees pseudonyms: Tilda, Amy, 

and Kate. 

Tilda has worked as an English teacher for five years, and in addition to teaching students 

within ASD in English, she also teaches the same students in Swedish. She holds a Teacher 

Education Degree for secondary school and is a certified teacher in English. She has studied 

English at the university level for three semesters. Tilda has four years’ experience of 

teaching students within ASD in English. She participated in a professional development 

course called Specialpedagogik i Lärande at a swedish university during the school year 

2017/2018. This course was compulsory for those teachers who taught in a special needs 

education classroom at her school.  

Amy has worked as an English teacher for seven years, and like Tilda, in addition to teaching 

students within ASD in English, she also teaches the same students in Swedish. She has 

studied English at the university level for three semesters and holds a Teacher Education 

Degree for secondary school. Amy is a certified teacher in English and has two years’ 

experience of teaching students within ASD in English. She participated the same 

professional development as Tilda. As was the case for Tilda, this course was compulsory for 

the teachers who taught in a special needs education classroom at her school.  

Kate has studied English at the university level for three semesters, and is a certified English 

teacher who has worked as a teacher for thirteen years, so Kate is the most experienced 

teacher of the three. In addition to teaching students within ASD in English, she also teaches 

the same students in History. She holds a Teacher Education Degree for secondary school and 

upper secondary school as well. Kate has ten years’ experience of teaching students within 

ASD in English. As the other two participating teachers, she participated in the same 

professional development course. Also similar to the other two participants/interviewees, the 

course was compulsory for all teachers at Kate’s school who taught students with special 

needs.  

3.2 Ethical considerations 

The teachers interviewed were all given oral information about the study, and they were also 

informed about the purpose of the study. I stressed that their participation was voluntary and 

we decided together to use pseudonyms for their names to maintain anonymity. Further, I 
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explained that no names of individual students should be used during the interview, in order 

to protect their identities and keep their anonymity.  

3.3 The purpose of the interviews  

To limit the scope of my study, the focus was set to students within ASD in secondary school 

(grades 7–9). The purpose of the teacher interviews was to learn more about how the teachers 

motivate students within ASD to develop their English language, in order to receive 

suggestions for different teaching methods that are used in special needs education, for 

example CPS (see section 2.4). The purpose was also to learn more about the participating 

teachers’ opinions on the National Agency for Special Needs Education and Schools, and if 

the teachers had found the support from the agency helpful, concerning study materials and 

teaching aids.  

3.4 Data collection  

For the purpose of my data collection I developed an interview guide (the Appendix). The 

interview guide was partly inspired by previous research (Abed, 2012, p. 46). For example, 

questions about how the teachers define motivation and how the teachers encourage their 

students were taken from Abed (2012, p. 46) (see questions 12 and 13). I added my own 

questions about ASD, motivation and L2 that I thought would be valuable in order to do my 

own investigation of the topic and to make sure I received answers that would make it 

possible to achieve the aim of this specific study. I ordered the questions according to 

different aspects such as their choice of profession, their approach on motivation, how they 

motivate students within ASD, what teaching methods and study materials they thought 

would be useful when teaching students with ASD.  

In preparation for the teacher interviews, it was necessary to decide what language to use 

during the interviews, that is, Swedish or English. I decided to conduct the interviews in 

English, mainly because we are all English teachers and master the language. I also thought it 

would make it easier to explain and discuss different concepts in English, since the 

investigation is in English. Although it is possible that the teachers had preferred an interview 

in Swedish, they seemed at ease with the English format and it worked out well.  

Each teacher was interviewed in person and each interview lasted approximately 40 minutes. 

All the interviews took place at their respective schools. I wrote down the answers on my 

iPad, verbatim, directly when they had given their responses to the questions. I used a semi-
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structured interview format where interviewees can make additional comments that go beyond 

the questions in the prepared interview guide, or as explained by Wilson (2013): 

The general goal of the semi-structured interview is to gather systematic information about 

a set of central topics, while also allowing some exploration when new issues or topics 

emerge. (Wilson, 2013, p. 24)  

3.5 Method of analysis  

I chose to do a content analysis of my interview data, because this is a method of coding 

qualitative data. This type of qualitative analysis is the most suitable method to use since the 

data remains at the level of oral interviews and does not include data in terms of, for example, 

statistics and numbers (Hogan, Dolan, & Donelly, 2009, p. 9). Instead the focus is on the 

participants’ own words that have been collected through, for example, interviews (Hogan et 

al, 2009, p. 9).  

When I carried out the content analysis, I chose to start with a focus on the teachers’ answers 

to questions 1 and 11 in my interview guide, which was about their choice of profession and 

their approach to motivation (the Appendix). I continued by comparing their answers to 

questions 4, 5, 9, 10 and 12 in order to find similarities and differences, concerning how they 

inspire and motivate their students. Then I continued with the analysis of their answers to 

questions 2, 6, 7 and 8 about successful teaching methods and study materials in order to 

motivate students within ASD to develop their English language. I then analyzed their 

responses to question 3, that is, if they used Ross Greene’s Method Collaborative Problem 

Solving (Greene, 2011). Finally, I analyzed the answers to question 10 concerning the 

teachers’ experience of working with the National Agency for Special Needs Education and 

Schools.  

I followed these steps carefully throughout the analytical work. To code the data I received 

from the interviews, I made sections in the document on my iPad where I pasted everything 

about CPS in one section, everything about motivation in one section, responses relating to 

teaching methods in one section, everything about study material in one section, and finally, 

data about SPSM in one section. I analyzed each section to see what the teachers had in 

common, but also to see what differences there were. 
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4 Analysis and results  

This analysis and results section contains five subsections that all are linked to my research 

questions in the way that the sections discuss how L2 English teachers in secondary school 

motivate students within ASD to develop their English language. The sections also include 

teaching methods and study materials that could be successful for motivating students within 

ASD. In subsection 4.1, I discuss the teachers’ choice of profession and approach to 

motivation. In section 4.2, I focus on teaching methods that can be successful in order to 

motivate students within ASD to develop their English language. Section 4.3 focuses on 

different study material that may motivate students within ASD to develop their English 

language. Section 4.4 includes a perspective on how Collaborative Problem Solving (Greene, 

2011) is used in special needs education. Finally, in section 4.5, I discuss one of the teacher’s 

experiences of working with the National Agency for Special Needs Education and Schools. 

4.1 The teachers’ choice of profession and approach to motivation 

Firstly, I wanted to know why the interviewees chose to become English teachers and also 

why they started to work with students within ASD. The answers I got were first of all that 

they all had an interest in the English language. One of them said: 

I started to like the language as a subject in school and wanted to continue to study the 

language further at the university. (Tilda, 2018, April 27) 

Amy, on the other hand, wanted to motivate and inspire others to learn and give the students 

new experiences and in particular develop their English, since it is a global language. She 

thought it was very important to be fluent in English, for example when you are traveling and 

working, because most people will meet others who speak English on such occasions. She 

said: 

Sometimes the students say they do not need to learn and develop their English language 

since they live in Sweden, then it is fun to show them examples where it is useful and try to 

find areas that could motivate them into wanting to learn more. (Amy, 2018, April 27) 

Through the years that they had worked as teachers, all three interviewees had also developed 

an understanding for students within ASD and especially gained an interest for special needs 

education. Kate explained that not every teacher may be suitable for this type of work and that 

teachers cannot choose to work with students within ASD, without having met people with 

this diagnosis. She stressed that it is important to find work joyful and meaningful, and also to 
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have the ability to be motivational and stay calm when problems occur in the classroom. She 

thought aloud, saying: 

I think in order to work with students within ASD you need to have certain skills, such as a 

big patience, be able to inspire in many different ways, and have a low arousal approach, 

meaning that the teacher should not act in affect and keep their calm during a conflict with 

the student. (Kate, 2018, April 27) 

4.2 Successful teaching methods in order to motivate students within ASD 

This section includes different teaching methods that the teachers discussed in the interviews. 

The teachers explained how they worked to motivate students within ASD to develop their 

English language.  

Tilda discussed that it was useful to find out how the students wanted to plan and organize 

their school work, in order to make them feel included in the plan for their own education. For 

example, whether they wanted to write on a piece of paper with a pen, have books to read and 

write in, or whether they preferred to work on the computer with their materials. All this was 

important to create motivation. She said:  

If the students feel included in the plan for their school work, and feel that their opinions 

matter, they are more motivated to start with their assignment. (Tilda, 2018, April 27) 

Amy explained that it was important to connect the students’ assignment with something that 

they were interested in. 

Often the students within ASD have a special interest in, for example, airplanes, space, and 

animals. When you plan, for example, a writing assignment it is important to keep in mind 

that each student may have a special interest and the teacher has to make individual 

assignments for each of the students in order to inspire and keep their motivation on a 

higher level. (Amy, 2018, April 27) 

To connect an assignment with students’ interests could also be used in oral presentations, 

because then the students might talk about a familiar subject and at the same time the class 

mates would be informed about different subjects and hopefully got the opportunity to learn 

something new. 

Kate explained further that, for students within ASD in the English classroom, it was useful to 

motivate them with a ‘profit’ for every assignment they do. Sometimes they needed to feel 

that they gained something from the effort by completing an assignment, for example, the 
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profit was to learn new words that belonged to their special interest, or new grammar that they 

were not familiar with, that would be useful when writing a text about their interest.  

Kate also explained that the teacher could praise the students’ positive qualities in order to 

motivate them. The teacher should focus on the student’s positive qualities, for example if the 

student was good at reading in English, the teacher should make him or her comfortable with 

that skill first, before challenging him or her in a skill that needed to be developed more, for 

example, writing in English. Theobald (2005, p. 16) also referred to the need for external 

influences, such as praise and rewards (extrinsic motivation). For some ASD students praise 

and rewards were necessary for motivation and it seemed that Kate had the same vision, that 

is, students were helped in their English work through extrinsic motivation.  

Visualizing the assignments was also efficient, because sometimes the students understood 

better if they had pictures that explained the assignment along with the written instruction. 

Based on the data I collected, it seems that the teacher should visualize as much as they can in 

order to keep their students’ interest and motivation. Visualizing the assignments could be 

useful for all students but this quote from Amy illustrates the importance of 

visualization/using pictures when teaching students within ASD in L2 English: 

For the students within ASD it is often difficult to visualize the next step in the assignment, 

therefore it is preferable to use pictures that show how they can go on with the assignment, 

and what will be the profit from it when they are finished. (Amy, 2018, April 27) 

Amy said that another teaching method was to make lists with advantages and disadvantages 

for a certain assignment in order to show the students very concretely what they would be 

able to learn from the assignment. By teaching in this way, the teacher probably contributed to 

enhancing the students’ motivation because the lists of advantages showed exactly how much 

the students would be likely to learn from a specific assignment (Amy, 2018, April 27). 

The purpose of making lists is to make the students within ASD see that the disadvantages 

by doing the assignment are a lot less than the advantages, which could motivate them. 

(Amy, 2018, April 27) 

Using an individual development plan was another way to motivate many of the ASD 

students. Here the teacher would write down the goals for each assignment and mark the goals 

that the students had already reached. According to Tilda, the students were generally 

motivated by seeing how much they already knew, and what they had left to develop in terms 

of their skills in English (Tilda, 2018, April 27). Previous research has shown that teachers 



19 
 

think so-called Individual Development Plans (Swe. Individuell utvecklingsplan, IUP) are 

motivational for students (Vallberg Roth, & Månsson, 2006), (cited in Rajamäki Fryken, 

Svensson, & Torstenfelt, 2008, p. 13). Individual development plans seem to create 

motivation for the students and help them to take greater responsibility for their school work 

(Vallberg, Roth & Månsson, 2006), (cited in Rajamäki Fryken et al. 2008, p. 13).     

In the interviews, I asked the teachers how they try to motivate students within ASD to work 

on assignments that are not connected to their interests. Amy argued that this could be solved 

by explaining and showing the students exactly what skills they are developing and being 

very clear about the goal of the assignment. 

Amy said that the teacher could also have a checklist where s/he can mark the skills that the 

students have already shown according to The Curriculum for the Compulsory School 

(Skolverket, 2011) in English, so they also could see what skills they had left to develop in 

order to reach the goals for the different grades. By doing so, the students could be motivated 

just by knowing that they were in fact progressing (Amy, 2018, April 27). That is, they were 

not motivated by the assignment itself.  

Kate suggested that the use of  ‘bribes’ never should be used as a first option but could be 

used in certain classroom situations, for instance, when the teacher had had difficulties in 

motivating students and already had tried different methods. For example, if the students liked 

playing the piano, the teacher could say that they were allowed to play the piano as soon as 

they had finished their task (Kate, 2018, April 27).  

Especially from Tilda’s point of view and experience, the key to any teaching method was the 

relationship between the teacher and the student. Important factors when it comes to 

motivation, she said, and especially in special needs education, were to get to know each 

student, to find out their interests, and to find out what they liked and what they did not like. 

If the teacher gave priority to establish a good relationship with the students, Tilda argued, 

students would be more likely to be open to different teaching methods. They would also be 

more motivated to develop their English language, because they would feel that the teacher 

cared about their opinions and their development. Tilda’s line of thinking is similar to 

suggestions brought forward in the research by Mustapha et al. (2010) (referred to in Aziz et 

al, 2018, p. 212). They also stressed the importance of good relationships between students 

and teachers for motivation.  
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Teachers who were encouraging, supportive, understanding and approachable were 

successful in garnering class participation and responses from their students. (Mustapha et 

al. 2010, referred to in Aziz et al. 2018, p. 212) 

4.3 Study materials to motivate students within ASD  

This section includes the interviewees’ suggestions about different study materials that may 

be useful for teachers in order to motivate students within ASD to develop their English 

language, which is one of my research questions.  

Tilda explained that there are websites in Sweden that have been developed in order to offer 

different types of interactive study materials. She also talked about new websites which can 

be useful in English education and special needs education as well. The websites she 

mentioned were the following two: 

 www.gleerupsportal.se (Gleerups)  

 www.ne.se (Digitala Läromedel Nationalencyklopedin)  

According to Gleerups the website was developed according to The Curriculum for the 

Compulsory School (Skolverket, 2011). The website provided teaching material with good 

quality and interactive books in 15 school subjects in secondary school, which is the focus in 

this study. Nationalencyklopedin have developed their interactive material in order to create 

more opportunities for students to reach their goals by providing texts, pictures and movie 

material according to The Curriculum for the Compulsory School (Skolverket, 2011). The 

interactive material was developed in 12 school subjects in secondary school.  

To better describe the websites, Tilda claimed that these websites were useful in that they 

were developed as interactive books and exercises. For example, students are able to both 

read and listen individually to the text of each chapter in the interactive books. There are 

glossary lists with new words that the students can learn through the website, and the website 

also included interactive exercises to each chapter. The interactive exercises include, for 

example, quizzes about the texts, writing assignments, speaking assignments and grammar 

checks. These websites apply to all students, but this quote from Tilda describes why these 

websites are beneficial especially for students within ASD.  

When it comes to special needs education this interactive study material is brilliant, because 

it is very clear for the students exactly what skill they are going to develop, and it is also 

inspiring because of the different themes in the chapters, they are very up to date since it is 

a new material. (Tilda, 2018, April 27) 
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Tilda informed me that the students had their own iPad, and that an application called Andy 

was popular among the students, an application in which the students were able to chat with a 

robot. The robot asked questions and could to some extent recognize what grammar the 

student needed to practice more and develop further. The robot ‘gave’ the student exercises 

and showed how to use certain grammar tasks. This was used to motivate students who 

wanted variation when learning English grammar (Tilda, 2018, April 27).  

Amy and Kate did not use any interactive study material; they used regular English text books 

called Good Stuff in their teaching. To vary English classes they sometimes showed movies or 

different YouTube sessions connected to the topic they were teaching in English at the time. 

Using YouTube is a popular activity in many L2 English secondary school classrooms and it 

has been shown to be motivational for all types of students (Henry, Korp, Sundqvist & 

Thorsen, 2018).  

Since ASD students often have a special interest, for the students who had a special interest in 

music, Amy sometimes let them use the website Lyricstraining.com, where they could listen 

to their favorite songs and work on developing their L2 English vocabulary by filling in the 

words that were missing in the lyrics. The site Lyricstraining.com has a built-in feature to 

motivate vocabulary learning and previous research has shown that incorporating information 

and communication technology in L2 English classrooms in this way tends to be motivational 

for students (Henry, Korp, Sundqvist, & Thorsen, 2018). Amy said that the students received 

points as they worked and could also compete against each other.  

4.4 How Ross Greene’s method CPS is used in special needs education 

All three teachers had heard of Ross Greene and CPS (Greene, 2011) since they had received 

courses in special needs education at their schools. They had had seminars where they had 

discussed different aspects of special needs education. Tilda described how CPS was used in 

English education among students within ASD, and explained that CPS focused on what was 

most important in class.  

 

For example, if the teacher wanted the student to do an assignment then that was the most 

important part of the lesson and was “Plan A”. “Plan B” was a compromise between the 

teacher and the student. This compromise could be, for example, that the teacher wanted the 

student to do a written assignment, and the student chose the subject of that assignment. If a 

student did not follow the rules of the classroom, such as not wearing a cap or sitting in the 
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assigned places, such rules were not important for the specific assignment and constituted 

“Plan C”. “Plan C” was nothing the teacher paid any attention to (Tilda, 2018, April 27).  

4.5 The teachers’ experience of working with the National Agency for 

Special Needs Education and Schools 

This section answers one aspect of my research question, concerning teaching methods and 

study materials that could be successful for motivating students within ASD in L2 English.  

Tilda was the only one who had any experience of working with the National Agency for 

Special Needs Education and Schools (SPSM). She thought it had been useful in that they 

came to the school in person to give advice about students within ASD. The teacher wanted 

help to create a motivational and educational environment for the students in her English 

class. SPSM offered a psychological view on the situation, and emphasized that the pedagogy 

and expectations needed to be very clear for the student.  

Further, she reported that SPSM had taught her that it is important to give clear and short 

instructions about the assignments, and use the same routine in all lessons, for example 

routines about how the teacher starts and ends the lessons. In order to motivate students’ 

development in English the teacher should increase the expectations at a slow pace and make 

sure that the teaching method was working well before introducing something new to the 

student. The interviewed teacher also said that SPSM had suggested that the teachers should 

pick assignments that were connected to students’ specific interests, because that would be the 

best way to create motivation. Tilda described that one thing that could be problematic and 

complex with SPSM was that they had never met the students she was teaching in person, so 

the advice they were giving were basically tips in general for teachers that tend to be well 

received by students within ASD when implemented in the classroom (Tilda, 2018, April 27).  

The conclusion here is that SPSM was able to give advice in general when it comes to 

creating motivation and finding teaching methods that could work in L2 English class and 

special needs education. Although that could be helpful, it was still difficult for the teacher to 

know which method she should apply to the teaching of individual students within ASD. 

Here, Tilda and probably also other L2 English teachers seem to be in need of more support.  
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5 Conclusion 

This section connects the research questions, how L2 English teachers in secondary school 

motivate students within ASD to develop their English language and also which teaching 

methods and study materials could be successful for motivating these students, to the findings 

of my content analysis. I discuss the outlook of this study and its relevance for students within 

ASD in a L2 English classroom setting. I also discuss limitations of the study and give 

suggestions for future research. 

The aim of this study was to learn more about motivation among students within ASD in L2 

English. My findings showed that the three teachers in my study, Tilda, Amy and Kate, had a 

great interest in the English language, as well as in teaching students within Autism Spectrum 

Disorder. They all wanted to motivate and inspire their students to develop their English 

language. In fact, all three teachers discussed different teaching methods that could be useful 

in the work with L2 English motivation.  

When comparing the results, findings showed, some of the methods employed in the 

classrooms were: to make the students feel included in the plan for their education, to connect 

the assignments to the students’ interests, to praise positive qualities of individual students, to 

make the students feel that there was a profit from each assignment. For example, the profit 

could be that the students learned new words that related to their interests. One of the teachers 

used interactive teaching materials, developed in Sweden, in order to offer different types of 

interactive study materials in line with The Curriculum for the Compulsory School 

(Skolverket, 2011). 

With regard to creating motivation in the English class and among students, the most 

important factor appeared to be the relationship between the teacher and the student. This is in 

line with results from previous research (Mustapha, Rahman, & Yunus, 2010, referred to in 

Aziz, Quraishi, & Kazi, 2018, p. 212). Other important factors for increasing students’ 

motivation for English were to consider their personal interests, and to find out what teaching 

methods are motivational for students within ASD, because then the students would be likely 

to learn more easily. This, in turn could help them develop their English language.   

There are some limitations to this research. I decided to conduct the interviews in English 

because I thought it would make it easier to explain and discuss different concepts in English, 

but teachers might have preferred an interview in Swedish, because maybe it would have been 

easier for them to discuss the topic in Swedish.  
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Since I wrote down the answers on my iPad directly when the interviewees had given their 

responses to the questions, it was easy to put the notes in different sections according to 

subjects. Maybe, the findings would have been more in depth if I had recorded the interviews, 

because then I would have been able to listen to their intonation and further elaborations of 

the topics once more.   

This is a small study; three L2 English teachers in secondary school participated and were 

interviewed. It would have been better if more teachers would have been interviewed. I asked 

another three teachers if they could participate, but they did not have the time to arrange for 

an interview. Because the study is small, the results cannot be generalized. Despite these 

limitations, I think my study makes an important contribution because all knowledge about 

how teachers can motivate students within ASD is worth considering, and the suggested 

teaching methods for motivation are worth trying. What is specific about my study is that the 

findings contribute to a wider understanding for L2 English teachers when they teach and 

motivate students within ASD.  

A suggestion for further research might be to continue to study how different teaching 

methods can be used in L2 English classes for students within ASD, since not many studies 

have been done in Sweden on this topic.  
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Appendix: Interview Guide  
 

Interview Guide 

1. How long have you worked as a teacher? Why did you choose to work with students 

who are diagnosed within the Autism Spectrum Disorder, and in English? 

2. In order to motivate students within the Autism Spectrum Disorder to develop their 

English language, what working methods do you find useful and successful? 

3. Have you heard about Ross Greene and his working method which is called 

Collaborative Problem Solving (CPS)? In that case, have you tried it?  

4. How do you motivate students to work with or develop a certain skill? Do you have 

any example? 

5. How do you motivate them to work with something they are not interested in?  

6. What do you do for students diagnosed with ASD? What types of activities seem to 

work well? 

7. What study material do you use to motivate the students to develop their English 

language? 

8. What do you think is the most important task when it comes to motivation in order to 

develop the students’ English language? 

9. How would you describe your work to motivate students with autism? 

10. Have you worked with the National Agency for Special Needs Education and Schools 

(SPSM in Swedish)? If you have, has it been useful? 

11. How do you define motivation for learning English? 

12. How do you encourage the students? 

Question 11 and 12 are from a previous study on motivation (Abed, 2012:46).   


