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BELIEFS AND ATTITUDES ABOUT LANGUAGE LEARNING
AND TEACHING AMONG LEARNERS
IN LOWER SECONDARY SCHOOL IN POLAND

Postawy ucznidéw szkot gimnazjalnych w Polsce wobec
uczenia sie jezykéw obcych
Artykut omawia zatozenia i metodologie badan, przeprowadzonych na re-
prezentatywnej probie w szkotach gimnazjalnych w Polsce, ktérych celem
byto opisanie postaw i poglagddw na temat uczenia sie i nauczania jezykow
obcych w szkotach. Niezbedne do przeprowadzenia analizy dane zostaty
zebrane za pomocg kwestionariusza, w ktérym okoto 4000 respondentéw
wyrazito swoje opinie, dotyczace 60 zagadnien, w pieciostopniowej skali
Likerta. Niniejszy artykut prezentuje wybrane wyniki badan.

1. Introduction

This article describes one part of a large study on teaching and learning for-
eign language in lower secondary schools in Poland which is being conduct-
ed on a representative sample of 120 schools across the country. The focus
of this part of the study is on the beliefs of young learners, aged 13-14, in
the first class of gimnazjum, (lower secondary school), about the learning
and teaching of foreign languages, with a particular focus on English. The
research project, named BUNIJO (Badania uczenia sie i nauczania jezykéw
obcych), is a longitudinal study which traces the development of groups of
learners through the three years of lower secondary, collecting data by
means of tests, questionnaires, interviews and observations, with the aim of
building a description, supported by empirical evidence, of how language
learning and teaching takes place at this stage of education.
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The part of the study described here was based on a questionnaire, com-
pleted by 4343 learners who started learning English in primary school and
are now following a continuation program.

2. Beliefs about learning a foreign language

The notion of beliefs about learning, and language learning in particular, has
been defined in many different ways by different researchers. Beliefs can be
seen as metacognitive knowledge about what language is and about how
learning takes place (Wenden, 1986; Abraham and Vann, 1987). Other re-
searchers place beliefs within a wider context, stressing that they arise from
social and cultural contact (Gardner, 1985; Barcelos, 1995).

For this article the definition which will be adopted is that of Victori and
Lockhart (1995: 224) who describe beliefs as: “general assumptions that
students hold about themselves as learners, about factors influencing lan-
guage learning, and about the nature of language learning and teaching”.

From a cognitive psychological perspective, the beliefs we hold are viewed
as a driving force which influence how and why we act (Flavell, 1987; Ryan,
1984). Within foreign language learning what the learner believes about
what learning a foreign language means will have a strong impact on how
they go about trying to learn. If, for example, the learner believes that learn-
ing a language means learning rules of grammar and patterns of structures
this is, theoretically, how they would choose to learn. One problem, of
course, is that holding a belief does not necessarily mean that one puts it
into action. We can have strong beliefs about what constitutes a healthy
diet, for example, but circumstances and other influences may mean we
behave differently when faced with a piece of appetizing chocolate cake. We
will return to this question in the discussion of research methodology.

It is thought that a learner’s beliefs about language learning may be one of
the factors which may contribute to individual difference in learning out-
comes, although research evidence is scant and inconclusive. Abraham and
Vann (1987), in a case study of two learners, found they had different learn-
ing outcomes which may have resulted from the learners’ different beliefs
on what was important in language learning. The learner who felt that con-
scious attention to grammatical form was more important got better results
on a written test than his peer who did not enjoy learning about language
and preferred to practice, for example. Park (1995), in a study of 332 univer-
sity students in Korea, investigating beliefs connected with self-efficacy and
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use of language for communication in interaction, found that those who
professed confidence in English and an intention to use English to communi-
cate, in fact used English outside class, monitored their language use careful-
ly and got better results. Mori (1999), researching 187 university students
studying Japanese in the USA, found a correlation between those who said
they thought language learning was easy and higher achievement; while
those who thought language learning was an ability which a learner has or
does not have and which could not be changed by effort tended to have
lower results. Tanaka and Ellis (2003), reporting on a comparison between
Japanese university learners of English on a study visit to New Zealand and a
control group in Japan, found that although the New Zealand group’s beliefs
about language learning changed during the visit, particularly regarding the
role of grammar, the correlations between the results on the beliefs ques-
tionnaire and a proficiency test were weak. Ellis (2008: 13) concludes: “If
beliefs do impact on learning it is likely that they do so indirectly by influenc-
ing the kinds of learning strategies learners employ”.

Gardner (2006: 240), in his Socio-educational Model of Second Language
Acquisition, sees beliefs as playing an important role in learner motivation.

Individual differences in motivation are influenced and supported by factors orig-
inating in environmental characteristics (i.e. cultural, personal, social, educational
etc.) That is, beliefs in the community, life experiences, and educational objec-
tives and experiences account for differences in motivation. Individual differences
in ability, may also develop in part as a consequence of environmental character-
istics, but there is probably a large genetic component as well.

Thus a study of beliefs about language learning can be considered of value, as
it can inform us of reasons why learners choose to learn in a certain way, may
give an insight into learner achievement and throw light on their motivation.

Barcelos (2003), in a review of studies on beliefs and language learning, di-
vides research done into three types: normative, metacognitive and contex-
tual, based on the approach taken by the researcher and the methodology
applied. In the first category, the work of Horwitz (1987) and research in-
spired by her study predominate. Horwitz devised a questionnaire, the Be-
liefs about Language Learning Inventory (BALLI), with the intention of inves-
tigating the beliefs of teachers and their learners, on the understanding that
if a teacher knows more about their learner’s beliefs on how a foreign lan-
guage is learnt they will be better able to match their teaching style and to
choose materials appropriate for that individual. BALLI consisted of 34 items
with a five point Likert scale divided into several topic areas including beliefs
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about the nature of foreign language learning, its perceived difficulty and
beliefs about learning and communication (Horwitz, 1999: 560). Studies in
the BALLI tradition are descriptive and the methodology uses preconceived
ideas of what learners are expected to believe about language learning. The
studies are largely decontextualised and concern beliefs about language
learning in general. This approach has subsequently been criticized as not
necessarily tapping what learners in fact believe, as the methodology does
not offer them the chance to freely express their thoughts or ‘metacognitive
knowledge’ (Wenden, 1987). Another drawback is that the same statement
in a questionnaire may been understood in different ways by different peo-
ple. The underlying suggestion is that having certain types of beliefs will be
associated with success in language learning, thus implicitly assuming a
cause/effect relationship. However, as was noted earlier, no account is made
for the fact that learners may act quite differently from the beliefs they pro-
fess to hold.

Studies in the metacognitive category are also of a cause and effect nature but
overcome the limitations of the questionnaire based study by examining ‘theo-
ries in action’ during structured interviews (Wenden, 1999). Contextual studies,
the third category, aim to understand the beliefs of specific learners in a chosen
context and use a variety of methods of data collection, such as classroom ob-
servation, interviews and metaphor analysis, to take into account the interaction
with the social situation. In this approach it is thought that beliefs are dynamic
and may change over time and as a result of interaction with the environment in
which the learning takes place (Barcelos, 2003: 26).

3. Attitudes to the learning situation

In addition to questions on beliefs, the questionnaire used in this study also
included statements designed to gauge learners’ attitudes to various aspects
of language learning in school. These were selected according to hypotheses
about what might impact on learning outcomes. Learners were asked about
assessment and grades as it was felt that these play an important role in the
Polish school culture. They were also asked to give opinions on their teacher
of English and their behavior towards the learning group, as research on
school effectiveness (Hattie, 2002) indicates that teacher factors account for
some 30% of the difference between results in different schools. As personal
language learning experience can affect current attitudes to learning (see
Kalaja et al., 2008) several statements referring to attitudes towards lan-
guage learning in primary school, where all of those participating had start-

186



Beliefs and attitudes about language learning and teaching among learners...

ed English, were included. Parts of the questionnaire covered learners’ opin-
ions about classroom interaction during their English lessons at school with a
view to finding out whether learners felt positive about their language les-
sons. Positive attitudes towards the learning situation have been found to be
associated with increased motivation, which in turn can impact on outcomes
(Masgoret and Gardner, 2003: 194).

4. The sample

The 120 schools were selected randomly from public gimnazja to create a
representative sample on a national scale. Each school director in the sam-
ple was then asked to select three groups learning English according to the
continuation program for English in the core curriculum (Program IlIl.1)
where possible representing different levels of ability. As the learning groups
within the schools were not selected randomly, this sample cannot be strict-
ly considered as representative. Only learners in class one of lower second-
ary were included. 344 learning groups took part in the survey, with an aver-
age of 12 students per group. The learners’ parents or guardians gave writ-
ten permission for their children to take part in the research. Of the 4716
learners eligible, 92.09% took part, a total of 4343. Given the fact that the
schools present a representative sample and that groups of different levels
of language ability were selected in each school, with appropriate caution
generalizations can be made about language learning in class one gimnazjum
on the basis of this study.

5. The research instrument

As indicated in the introduction, this article describes part of a larger study.
The research on learner beliefs and attitudes was conceived within a contex-
tual approach, as outlined above. Data were collected by means of a ques-
tionnaire, which is the focus of this report, but also by means of structured
interviews, within which selected learners were asked to describe their ideal
foreign language lesson. In a second questionnaire information was collected
about how learners approach language learning in their own time, through a
battery of questions on what they do, how often and how they do it. Finally
classes were observed, audio-recorded, transcribed and analyzed. Infor-
mation presented here should be considered preliminary, as it covers only one
of the instruments and that only partially, because of limitations of space.
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Learners completed a pen and paper questionnaire comprising 60 state-
ments in Polish with a five point Likert scale as follows:

5 =1totally agree 4 =1 mostly agree 3 = | partly agree and partly disagree
2 =Idon’t really agree 1 = | totally disagree.

Learners were instructed to circle the number which best reflected their
opinion on each statement.

Some of the statements in the questionnaire came from different sources. 11
statements were taken from the BALLI questionnaire (Horwitz ,1987); 4 items
were adapted from the English Attitude Motivation Test Battery (AMBT) (Gard-
ner, 2004); 4 items were adapted from a questionnaire prepared for learners in
Hungary by Csizer and Kormos (2009) and one item from Taguchi et al. (2009). 5
guestions referring to learning foreign language in primary school were taken
from a questionnaire designed by the author and used in a study in 2009. The
remaining 39 items were written specifically for this project. Items originally in
English were translated and then read and edited by two reviewers before being
re-translated. The questionnaire was then piloted by the author together with a
team of college students in nine lower secondary schools, selected for conven-
ience, with a total of 183 learners. The wording of four of the questions was
adjusted following questions from participants. As the questionnaire received
interested response from those who took part in the pilot study, it was consid-
ered valid. Each of the statements was found to discriminate well, with distribu-
tion across the five possible responses.

6. Research procedure

The main study was offered for public tender and data collection was con-
ducted by the winning firm under supervision of the Educational Research
Institute, Warsaw. As this is a large-scale study which involved a large num-
ber of people in the administration of the questionnaire, great care had to
be taken to ensure reliability and that all data were collected under similar
conditions. Instructions for the team recruited to collect the data were pre-
pared by the researchers and each of the 55 members took part in a training
session where an introduction to the project was given and the procedure
was explained. Using a prepared script members of the data collection team
visited the selected schools, between 12 April and 9 May 2012, where they
explained to the selected groups of learners how to complete the pen and
paper questionnaire. Each learner was given a code number which was used
to identify their questionnaire so that anonymity was assured. Learners
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were also informed that nobody from the school in which the research was
conducted would have access to the completed questionnaires. This was felt
to be important as some of the questions asked learners to give opinions on
their current teachers of English.

Data was entered into a spreadsheet twice by separate coders. A third per-
son then checked the two data bases and any differences found were veri-
fied against the original questionnaires and corrections made. The resulting
data base was also checked for completeness using the attendance records
from each data collection session.

The frequencies for each statement were noted and means and standard
deviation calculated.

Some of the questions on the questionnaire were divided into several sub-
scales which were checked for internal consistency using Cronbach’s alpha
coefficient. The mean reliability coefficient is given in brackets for each of
the sub-scales. 0.6 was taken as an acceptable level and 0.8 can be consid-
ered good. The sub-scales which will be discussed here are as follows: reflec-
tions on learning in primary school (0.84); attitudes to and opinions on
learning English in the current class at school (0.8); opinions about assess-
ment in English lessons (0.68) and opinions about the English teacher in
school (0.86). These represent only some of the sub-scales.

7. Findings

For reasons of space this article will present only selected items from the ques-
tionnaire. The first set of statements, taken from BALLI, concerns the nature of
foreign language learning. The numbers given are the numbers from the ques-
tionnaire. Findings will be represented graphically and then described.

1. Learning a foreign language is a matter of
learning a lot of new words

6%
1.1 totally disagree
2.1 don't really agree
3. | partly agree and
partly disagree
4.1 mostly agree
5.1totally agree

n=4327
mean =3.74
SD=0.94

Diagram 1: Learning a foreign language is a matter of learning a lot of new words
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As we can see from Diagram 1, 60% of the respondents agreed with the
statement either totally or mostly, as opposed to 8% who disagreed. The
remainder ( 32%) were undecided, choosing “I partly agree and partly disa-
gree”. The majority of the group appear to believe that learning words is of
key importance to language learning.

7. Learning a foreign language is mostly a matter of
translating from Polish

5.
8%
1.

1.1 totally disagree 13%
2.1 don't really
agree
3. | partly agree and
partly disagree n=4269
4.1 mostly agree mean =2.82
5.1 totally agree SD=1.1

Diagram 2: Learning a foreign language is mostly a matter of translating from Polish.

Diagram 2 above shows that 39% of the learners do not agree that foreign
language learning mainly means translating from Polish. 25% agree with the
statement, while 36% partly agree and partly disagree. It can be seen that
the respondents are strongly divided on this issue.

Below in Diagram 3 we can see that 29% of learners agree that “Learning
grammar is a mostly a matter of learning rules” while 14% disagree. The
majority, 47%, are undecided on this question, a fact which suggests that the
sample are more biased towards grammar being important than against it. It
can be seen that this distribution is quite different from beliefs on the im-
portance of vocabulary shown in Diagram 1.
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5. 4.Learning a foreign language is mostly a matter of |
6% learning grammar rules 8%

1.1 totally disagree
2.1 don't really
agree

3. | partly agree and n=4308
partly disagree mean = 3.05
4.1 mostly agree SD=0.97

5.1 totally agree

Diagram 3: Learning a foreign language is mostly a matter of learning grammar rules.

The data included in diagram 4 demonstrate that learners believe learning a
foreign language is in some way different from learning other school sub-
jects, with 63% in agreement, while only 15% disagree.

6. Learning a foreign language is different from
learning other schciol subjects

. 2.

9%

6%

1.1 totally disagree

2.1 don't really

agree

3. | partly agree and

partly disagree n=4289

4.1 mostly agree mean =3.74
5.1 totally agree SD=1.16

Diagram 4: Learning a foreign language is different from learning other school subjects.

The next set of statements, also taken from BALLI, can be considered to be
about the difficulty of learning foreign languages:

The first of these is illustrated in Table 5 below. Somewhat surprisingly 41%
of respondents agree that “It is easier to speak than to understand a foreign
language”, while 27% disagree. A similar number, 32%, are undecided.
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5. It is easier to speak than to understand a foreign
language
1.
o

1.1 totally disagree 11%
2.1 don't really
agree
3. | partly agree
and partly disagree 4. n=4271
4.1 mostly agree 24%, mean =3.21
5.1 totally agree SD=1.22

Diagram 5: It is easier to speak than to understand a foreign language.

This result is to some extent confirmed in Diagram 6, where we see that 35%
feel that reading and writing in a foreign language is easier than speaking and
understanding; while 32% disagree. As we saw above that 27% felt under-
standing was easier than speaking, it could be expected that a similar number
might agree reading is easier. However, as the choice here is for both reading
and writing, in other words for both receptive and productive skills, we cannot
expect mirrored scores. The lower number agreeing here may suggest that
writing is not a skill in which the respondents feel confident.

8. It is easier to read and write a foreign language
than to speak and understand it.

1.1 totally disagree
2.1 don't really
agree

3. | partly agree and 2. n=4283
partly disagree 18% mean = 3.05
4.1 mostly agree SD=1.23

5.1 totally agree

Diagram 6: It is easier to read and write a foreign language than to speak and understand it.

By contrast we can see a strongly positive trend in the next statement, with a
clear majority of 82% agreeing that everyone is able to learn to speak a for-

192



Beliefs and attitudes about language learning and teaching among learners...

eign language. Only 8% disagree. This suggests favorable attitudes towards
foreign language learning, which implicitly suggests foreign language teach-
ing in school may be considered well-received.

9. Everyone can learn to speak a foreign language

4%
. 4%

0,
1.1 totally OA’
disagree
2.1 don't really
agree

3. | partly agree

and partly 20% n=4292
disagree mean =4.35
4.1 mostly agree sb=1.04
5.1 totally agree

Diagram 7: Everyone can learn to speak a foreign language.

The next set of statements concern strategies for learning and communica-
tion. Learners appear to have clear ideas about the amount of effort needed
to learn a foreign language as 75% agree that a lot of repetition and practice
are needed with only 8% disagreeing.

2. It is important to repeat and practice a lot if you
want to be good atla language

3% 2.
0
1.1 totally disagree 5%
2.1 don't really
agree
3. | partly agree
and partly disagree n= 43%84 o8
4.1 mostly agree mean = 4.
SD=1.02

5.1 totally agree

Diagram 8: It is important to repeat and practice a lot if you want to be good at a language.
In Diagram 9 below learners give their views on the role of accuracy in

speaking. We can see that learners appear to favor attempting to convey
their message even if they make mistakes, as 65% disagree with the state-
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ment “You shouldn’t say anything in the foreign language until you can say it
correctly”. 12%, however, appear not to be willing to communicate, as they
agree with the statement and a further 23% are undecided.

3. You shouldn’t say anything in the foreign

5(} language until you can say it correctly.
(]

4.

7%
1.1 totally disagree
2.1 don't really

agree n= 42872 s
3. | partly agree and mean = 2.
y divans SD=1.17

partly disagree
4.1 mostly agree
5.1 totally agree

Diagram 9: You shouldn’t say anything in the foreign language until you can say it correctly.

These proportions are reflected in Diagram 10 with 69% declaring that they do
not feel self-conscious about speaking a foreign language in front of others,
while 16% appear to be reticent. It seems logical that if making mistakes is not
an issue then there will be fewer barriers to speaking out in front of a group.

10. | feel self-conscious speaking a foreign language
5. in front of other people.

7%

4.

9%
1.1 totally disagree
2.1 don't really

agree n= 42832
3. | partly agree and mean =
SD=1.27

partly disagree
4.1 mostly agree
5.1 totally agree

Diagram 10: | feel self-conscious speaking a foreign language in front of other people.
The next set of statements to be described are those from the subscale

about the teacher of English in school, shown below in Table 1. On the
whole we can say that the learners appear to feel positive towards their
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teachers. 82.22% find their teacher enthusiastic in lessons and towards the
subject; 77.9 % think their teacher is helpful and friendly and 77.59% declare
that s/he is fair to everyone in the class. Somewhat fewer, but still a majority
at 60.67%, say that their English teacher gives them good advice about how
to study the language. 15.92% however, disagree, which is a large enough
percentage to suggest that this is an area for teacher development.

Number
Question | Opinions about teacher | 1.Itotally 2.Idon't] 3. Ipartly 4.1 > ! answering
L ' really agree and mostly | totally Mean
number of English in school disagree agree |partly disagree| agree agree Standard
deviation
35 My English teacher is fair 5.88 4.77 11.82 23.62 | 53.97 |n=4315
to all the learners m=4.15
SD=1.16
36 My English teacher is 2.96 3.65 1.17 25.28 | 56.94 |n=4324
enthusiastic in lessons m=4.3
and likes English SD=1
37 My English teacher is 3.78 5.68 1291 2341 | 54.49 |n=4313
helpful and friendly m=4.19
SD=1.1
38 My English teacher gives 6.42 9.5 18.4 30.54 | 35.13 |n=4316
me good advice about m=3.78
how to study English SD=1.2

Table 1: Opinions about teacher of English in school (in percentages).

The next subscale to be described gives learners’ views on assessment and can
be seen in Table 2 below. Learners were given four statements regarding the
kinds of formative assessment which takes place in their language classes.
Tests of grammar and vocabulary were found to be most common, with
58.22% agreeing that they have these regularly. Next came marks for writing,
with 55.38% agreeing they are regularly graded. Listening and reading came
third, with 41.9% claiming these are tested regularly and finally was speaking,
with only 23.49% stating that this is marked regularly and 44.95% disagreeing.
65.69% of the learners felt that their teachers explain requirements for obtain-
ing a given grade, while nearly 16% claim this does not happen. Generally
learners appear positive towards the marks they receive for English, with
66.66% feeling that they accurately reflect their level. By contrast 12.46% ap-
pear clearly dissatisfied with their marks and 21.27% are ambivalent.

195




Melanie Ellis

. 3. I partly Numbfer
Question - 1. Itotally 2.Idon't agree and 4.1 > answering
number Opinions about assessment disagree really partly disa- mostly | totally Mean
agree agree | agree | Standard
gree deviation
30 We regularly have tests of 5.4 10.8 25.57 28.06 | 30.16 |n=4333
grammar or vocabulary m=3.67
SD=1.17
31 We regularly get marks for 18.36 | 26.59 31.55 158 | 7.69 |n=4369
speaking m=2.68
SD=1.17
32 We regularly have tests of 10.72 | 18.76 28.62 23.88 | 18.02 |[n=4318
listening and reading m=3.2
SD=1.24
33 We regularly get marks for 6.35 12.31 25.95 28.01 | 27.37 |n=4312
writing m =3.58
SD=1.19
50 Our teacher explains what 6.42 9.5 184 30.54 | 35.15 |n=4316
we havetodotoget a m=3.78
certain mark in English (eg. SD=1.2
3,4,5,etc.)
60 | think the marks | get for 5.78 6.68 21.27 30.24 | 36.02 |n=4325
English represent my level m=3.14
of knowledge SD=1.16

Table 11: Opinions about assessment (in percentages).

The remaining sets of statements were included as they seem to indicate
cause for concern. Two of the statements in the set shown in Table 3 below
relate to how work in the English lesson is organized. Learners were asked
about how frequently they work in small groups and in pairs. Less than half of
the sample (42.92%) consider that they often work in pairs, while 28.96% dis-
agree with the statement. This raises questions about the amount of practice
being afforded during English lessons if half the sample appear to work much
of the time in lockstep. Small group work is even less frequent with only
28.11% agreeing that this often occurs and 44.46% disagreeing. One possible
reason for the low incidence of group work may be the age group in question,
as young teenagers can be challenging to manage, which may account for the
apparent infrequency. It is less clear why pair work also appears unpopular.

The final statement in the set refers to learners’ opinions about language
lessons. 26.74% think that most of their lessons are spent learning grammar
while 17.73 % disagree. The majority, 55.53%, partly agree and partly disa-
gree. In all, it appears that learning grammar, at least in the view of a large
percentage of the respondents, takes up a substantial part of lesson time.
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When we remember that grammar is a small part of the content of the core
curriculum this is worrying.

Number
. 1.1 2.1don't | 3.1partly agree 4.1 5.1 answerin
Question Causes for concern totally really ai;d ertIgy mostly | totally Mean ’
number disagree| agree disagree agree agree Standard
deviation
48 We often work togetherin| 19.88 | 24.58 27.44 17.44 | 10.67 |n=4301
small groups in English m=2.74
lessons SD=1.26
47 We often work in pairs 11.23 | 17.73 28.12 23.37 | 19.55 |n=4292
during English lessons m=3.22
SD=1.26
27 Most of our lessons are 3.95 13.78 55.53 2096 | 5.78 |n=4375
spent learning grammar m=3.11
SD =0.85

Table 12: Causes for concern (in percentages).

The next set of statements refer to learners who can be considered to be ‘at
risk” and are shown in Table 14 below. At first sight, the percentages may mis-
lead, with a majority of 54.21% disagreeing with the statement “It doesn’t
matter to anyone if | learn foreign languages or not”. However 20.14% agree,
indicating a lack of support and encouragement for a disturbingly large per-
centage of learners. An additional 25.56% are undecided, which also suggests
a degree of uncertainty about the level of positive reinforcement they are
receiving. As lack of support from family or friends can negatively impact on
motivation, this is an area which needs to be addressed in schools, where
teachers can give positive feedback and help learners to feel valued.

Number

. 2.1don't | 3.lpartl 4.1 5.1 answerin
Question Learners ‘atrisk’ 1'_' totally really agrepe an:/j mostly | totally Mean ’
number disagree agree |partly disagree| agree | agree | Standard
deviation

55 It doesn’t matter to any- 31.52 | 22.69 25.65 11.21 | 893 [n=4280

one if | learn foreign m=2.43

languages or not SD=1.28

54 Everyone around me 32.46 28.66 23.84 8.69 | 6.34 [n=4291

thinks that learning m=2.28

foreign languages is a SD=1.19

waste of time

Table 13: Learners ‘at risk’ (in percentages).
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The final set of statements were included to promote further reflection on
what foreign language lessons are really like, for just over 20% of this sample
claim that they are boring, and almost 16% feel they do not get much
chance to speak, while 26.08% claim that their teacher corrects them every
time they say something in English.

31 partl Number
. 2.1don't -1 party 4.1 5.1 | answering
Question . 1. 1totally agree and
b For reflection di really v di mostly | totally Mean
number lsagree agree partly disa- agree | agree | Standard
gree L.
deviation
25 English lessons in 32.2 25.5 22.11 11.32 | 8.86 |n=4310
school are boring m = 2.39
SD=1.28
28 We do not get much 35.42 28.7 20.09 9.65 | 6.13 [n=4320
opportunity to speak m=2.22
during English lessons SD=1.2
29 The teacher corrects 16.62 27.31 29.98 14.10 | 11.98 |n =4339
me every time | say m=2.78
something in English SD=1.23

Table 14: For reflection (in percentages).

8. Discussion

Statements adopted from BALLI were included here to allow comparison with
studies in other countries. However, this must be done with caution, as these
other studies did not always include learners from a similar age group, or learn-
ing situation. Horwitz (1999: 565), when overviewing studies in Taiwan, Korea
and Turkey conducted using BALLI, found that “all groups of EFL students agreed
that the most important part of learning a language was learning vocabulary
words (agreement ranging from 42 to 79%)", so the fact that Polish learners
would also agree was to be expected. Similarly, it was found that all groups re-
viewed by Horwitz considered learning a foreign language different from other
subjects, a fact also mirrored in the Polish study. Beliefs about grammar, as
found here, were divided in other studies, with most disagreeing that language
learning is mostly a matter of learning grammar rules (ranging from 29-81%).
However, learners in Turkey were found to strongly agree on the importance of
grammar (72-80%), while Taiwanese and particularly Korean students were
against, a reaction, Horwitz suggests, to a focus on grammar in the syllabus
(ibid.) Thus, this might suggest that learners in the Polish context may also be
reacting negatively to a focus on grammar, but clearly further evidence is need-
ed before this can be stated with any conviction. As far as the importance of
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translation in language learning is concerned, Horwitz found differences be-
tween groups where different languages were being studied, with students of
German and Spanish agreeing on the saliency of translation by up to 70%, while
a majority (65%) of students of French disagreed. With EFL students percent-
ages were noticeably lower, particularly among Korean and Taiwanese, although
two studies in Korea obtained results of different magnitude on this item. In one
of the Korean studies 38% agreed with the statement, showing a distribution
which bears some resemblance to the Polish results. In all contexts results divid-
ed the samples, suggesting that this issue is subject to considerable individual
difference and may also be affected by the learning culture, materials and teach-
ing methodology. In sum, the Polish results on beliefs about the nature of for-
eign language learning can be said to be in keeping with other studies in differ-
ent contexts and among different types of learners.

More difficult to interpret are the two statements referring to beliefs about
the difficulty of language skills, where the Polish learners were positive to-
wards “It is easier to speak than to understand a foreign language”, with 41%
agreeing. In the recently conducted European Survey on Language Compe-
tences (ESLC) (2011), Polish learners did rather poorly on tests of reading
and listening , with approximately 60% scoring below curriculum targets of
level A2 on the Common European Framework ( ESLC 2012). By contrast, in a
study of spoken competence conducted on some of the same learners in
Poland, only 41% did not achieve level A2 on the speaking test, suggesting
that results on speaking are in fact better than the understanding of texts. In
this context the learners’ response could be seen to indicate an accurate
understanding by the learners of their language abilities in the different skill
areas. In the ESLC it was on the test of writing that learners in Poland scored
best of the three subtests, with approximately 45% on target for curriculum
standards (ESLC 2012), a fact that may be reflected in the fact that 35% of
the sample thought reading and writing were easier than speaking and un-
derstanding. However, as a very similar number (32%) disagreed, this inter-
pretation is hard to justify.

An alternative interpretation may be the influence of prevalent ways in
which the foreign language is assessed in class. We saw that learners claim
they receive grades for writing and that they have tests of grammar and
vocabulary more frequently than tests of listening and reading. By contrast,
grades for speaking are received less frequently. We also saw that learners
do not appear to be reticent about trying to speak, or to have concerns
about making mistakes. This would suggest that attitudes towards speaking
appear to be positive and that as it is less frequently tested learners may
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have a more optimistic opinion of their ability in speaking than in the other
skills, where they are regularly graded. Obviously further investigation is
needed to discover the source of learners’ beliefs on this topic. It is to be
hoped that triangulation with other data in the larger BUNJO study will
throw more light on this.

Teachers of English, both those remembered from previous language learning
experiences and those currently teaching these learners, are seen in a very
positive light, as in the main are lessons of English. However, as described
above, it is curious that when the national core curriculum places emphasis on
being able to use the foreign language in order to communicate learners claim
that work in pairs is not an everyday occurrence and that work in groups is a
rarity. We are left wondering how practice in communication takes place in
many of the classrooms where these learners study. Is it that learners ask and
answer questions in open pairs, while the rest of the class listen? Or is the
partner in the communication usually the teacher? Or are communicative
activities being done in writing, through interaction with text-based exercises?
Or perhaps learners are not fully aware of how work in their language lessons
is organized and in fact pair work is more frequent than we are led to believe?
And yet approximately 16% state clearly that they feel they do not have
enough opportunity to speak and a further 20% partially agree with this,
which seems to suggest that part of the learners in the study would prefer to
be more actively engaged and that it may be that an increase in the number of
activities in pairs may be the answer. Itis hoped that data from the classroom
observation part of BUNJO will be able to answer some of these questions, as
lessons attended by these same learners were observed.

Running through the responses we can find that there appear to be a small
group, of perhaps between 12-15%, who seem less positive about language
learning in general. It will be interesting to trace whether these are learners
with lower results in foreign languages and possibly also in Polish. Is it that
difficulty with language learning causes less positive beliefs, or is it that these
results are simply part of a more complex picture? ESLC found that where
parents were thought by their children to be good at foreign languages this
was associated with the young people getting better results. Is the fact that
around 20% here claim that nobody cares whether they learn foreign lan-
guages or not a message about lack of parental ability or interest in foreign
languages? If this is found to be the case, it would seem to suggest that there
is a need for increased outreach work on the part of schools to work with the
families of their pupils and also for more to be done in school to persuade
learners that their efforts are valued. As teachers of English have been found
to be highly regarded by their learners this strategy has a chance to succeed.
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9. Conclusions

To conclude, this questionnaire study can be said to present a positive pic-
ture of foreign language learning and teaching, and in particular a positive
approach towards the teaching and learning of English, among these learn-
ers from class one gimnazjum (lower secondary school) in Poland. Learners
appear to carry with them good memories of foreign language learning from
primary school, which suggests that this pattern of satisfaction is not specific
to only one stage of education. While there are indications of some areas for
improvement, such as an increased variety in how lessons are organized,
attitudes towards their current language learning situation in school are also
positive among learners in the sample. This is a preliminary report on a small
part of a complex data set and it is hoped that several of the questions
raised by the findings will be able to answered through triangulation with
other data in the wider study.
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