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Abstract
A total of 283 students at Fassett Middle School in Oregon, Ohio, a suburban, middle class city,
were surveyed about their attitudes toward foreign language study. The participants were 151
male and 132 female students in Grade 6 (87), Grade 7 (104), and Grade 8 (92). Analysis of
Variance tests, a Scheffe test and a t test were used to compare students answers, grouping them
by gender (females scored higher), grade (Grade 8 higher), number of foreign language classes
taken (no significant difference) , and grades received in foreign language classes (A's and B's
higher). On a scale of 0 - 7, 40% of the students’ attitudes were very good (5.5 - 7) and 45%

were good (3 -5).
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Middle School Students' Attitudes Toward
High School Foreign Language Study

How important is it for high school students to study foreign language? Two or three
years of a single foreign language, as well as adequate scores on proficiency tests, are required
for entrance to and/or graduation from most American colleges. To many Americans, however,
the attainment of foreign language proficiency is considered important only for foreign language
teachers and interpreters. This limited view of its use fosters an attitude that foreign language
study is not a necessary part of the basic educational system.

Will today's students be prepared to enter the job market upon completion of high school
or college without the knowledge of a foreign language? The number of unskilled jobs
continues to dwindle. Increasingly, students need to develop additional career-marketable skills.
Proficiency in a foreign language can be an important adjunct skill in today's global society.
Rationale

Oregon Schools initiated an Exploratory Foreign Language program, FLEX (Lipton,
{994), at Fassett and Eisenhower Junior High Schools 12 years ago. The goals of the new
program were: introducing the skills used in foreign language study; developing an interest in
the study of foreign languages: helping the student to decide if he or she should take a foreign
language; and aiding the student with the decision of which language to study. Fassett and
Eisenhower have since become middle schools, and the FLEX program has changed
considerably over the years --- often a result of scheduling difficulties. Is the program aclueving
its original goals? s it the best choice of foreign language program for our students?
Background

FLES*, an umbrella term under which FLEX is only one of the approaches to foreign
language classcs in the elementary school, encompasses Grades K - 8 (Lipton, 1994). The
content. orientation, length of foreign language classes. and year of introduction of foreign

language study in elementary and middle or junior high schools varies considerably, with much
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disagreement as to the "best” program model (Met, 1994; National Council of State Supervisors
of Foreign Languages, 1994). FLEX, a short introductory course in each of the languages
available for study at the high school level involving the use of many games and student;
centered activities, has as its goa! developing student interest in foreign language study rather
than proficiency in the language (Kennedy & DeLorenzo, 1994).

Another FLES* approach involves a sequential program of foreign language. beginning
in either the elementary or the middle school and continuing through the high school years
(Knop & Sandrock. 1994). The sequential foreign language viewpoint considers the short
exploratory courses to be superficial, somewhat confusing to the student, and time that could be
better utilized for first-year level study of a chosen foreign language. One component of many
sequential programs involves the use of the content-based approach in which students learn their
academic subjects in both English and the foreign language. A third FLES* approach uses
immersion or partial immersion in the foreign language; used in only 2-3% of elementary
foreigr language programs (Lipton, 1994), immersion aims to develop biliteracy (Homberger &
Micheau, 1993). The goal of both sequential and immersion programs is eventual proficiency in
the chosen foreign language.

Previous Research

The type of FLES* program chosen for use in an elementary. middle, or junior high
school is only one of many factors which affect student attitudes toward the study of foreign
languages. Some students exhibit definite language learning problems. Sparks and Ganschow
(1993) studied students who had difficulty with foreign language learning; they determined that
linguistic coding problems in English were often at the root of foreign language acquisition
difficultics. When a subject area becomes too difticult to comprehend, interest wanes and
attitude toward the class suffers as a result.

A diversity of student learning styles and instructor teaching styles (Felder. 1995),

complicates the problems, often resulting in student lcarning and behavior problems. Kern

e
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(1995) researched student and teacher beliefs about language leamning, finding many
discrepancies between what instructors believed to be the best method of foreign language
instruction and what techniques students believed were most meaningful to their development of
proficiency in the foreign language.

Misunderstandings about expectations often results in anxiety on the part of the foreign
language learner. Maclntyre (1995) contends that some of the learning problems that Sparks
and Ganschow (1993) attribute to linguistic coding are a result of student anxiety. Vande Berg
(1993) determined that even at the college level, small group work helps to alleviate stress in
foreign language literature courses. Actively involving the student in the leaming process,
integrating socialization skills and cultural information with the language learning, and working
in small groups improves the atmosphere of the foreign language classroom (Poole, 1992).

Also related to stucent interest and attitude is the impact of motivation on foreign
language learning, extensively research by Gardner and Maclntyre (1993), Gardner and
Tremblay (1994), Oxford (1994), Oxford and Shearin (1994), and Domyei (1994). Although
there is much disagrcement among the various researchers about how motivation influences
language leaming and how to measure it, all agree that motivation is essential for foreign
language leaming. "Lowering the affective filter" (Schinke-L.lano & Vicars, 1993) in the
foreign language classroom can be accomplished by implementing student-centered activites
that increase student interest and motivation while at the same time reducing student anxiety and
improving student attitudes toward foreign language learning.

What are the factors that lead to a positive leaming environment? Are the approaches to
and techniques that enhance foreign language learning in the elementary school or middle
school appropriate for the high school forcign language student (Ralph. 1994)? Do younger
students develop foreign language skills more quickly than do older students? A study by
Harley. Howard, and Hart (1995) found that, contrary to popular belicf, older students performed

as well as, and sometimes better than, did the younger students in the study. Apparently, many
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of the techniques employed with younger students, when implemented with older students, aiso
result in enhanced learning.

A promising new technique promoted to improve foreign language comprehension
involves the use of videos to introduce new foreign language vocabulary (Hanley, Herron, &
Cole, 1995). -Providing the students with culturally relevant, real-life situations, video

introductions were shown to improve comprehension better than oral presentation---whether or

not pictures were also included (Herron, Morris, Secules, & Curtis, 1995). Why not use the
modern technologies with which students are well acquainted to pique their interest in foreign
languages and culiures?

Activities in the foreign language classroom need to capture the attention of the middle
school student and, in an enjoyable manner, start the student on the path to developing oral
proficiency in the chosen language. Evaluation of oral proficiency in the foreign language
classroom is difficult, but extremely important, if the goal of proficiency is to be achieved
(Dansereau, 1995). A study by Moeller and Reschke (1993) compared classes of students
working in small groups. In the experimental group, three or four students were randomly
selected during each group activity to be graded on certain predetermined skills; eventually all
students in the experimental group were graded. The students in the control group received no
grades during the group work assignments. At the end of six months the control and the
experimental groups were evaluated on their level of oral proficiency with no significant
difference found between their scores. Grading is apparently not a motivational factor if the
assignment is sufficiently interesting and relevant.

Although some school districts find it difficult to coordinate the middle school
philosophy with foreign language proficiency goals, Verkler (1994) believes that middle school
philosophy and foreign language acquisition theories are compatible goals. Many of the
hands-on activities encouraged at the middle school level may also be adapted by foreiy, -

language teachers hoping to increase foreign language interest and learning,

=2
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Major Questions

is the FLEX program at Fassett and Eisenhower Middle Schools developing in our
students a positive attitude toward foreign language study? How do middle school students view
the study of foreign language? Does the amount of time they are exposed to foreign languages
influence their attitudes? Do other factors such as gender, grade, or letter grades received in
foreign language courses affect their attitudes? These are questicns that I attempted to answer
by surveying the students at Fassett Middle School.

Method

Participants

The participants in the study were 283 students in Grades 6, 7, and 8 at Fassett Middle

School in the suburban, primarily middle class city of Oregon, Ohio. Scheduling of special
tutoring classes and programs prevented 7 students from taking foreign language classes, while
142 students had taken either French or Spanish, and 134 students were enrolled in both French
and Spanish sometime during their middle school years. Students had French and/or Spanish as
a 6-week or a 9-week course, depending on grade level and the year it was taken.
Measures

A teacher-developed survey form requested of students in Grade 6. 7, and 8 the following
information: grade; gender; languages .studied; plans to take foreign language in high school,
plans to attend college: letter grades in French and/or Spanish classes taken: attitude questions
about importance, requirement, and enjoyment of foreign language study; and favorite and least
favorite subjects in school. (See Appendix.) The Kuder-Richardson formula (KR-21) was
applied to the results of the survey questions resulting in a reliability scorc of r =.51 and a

standard error of measurement of £1.31.
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Procedure

Students in Grade 6. 7, and 8 at Fassett Middle School were requested to fill out the
tecacher-developed survey form during their first period class on Tuesday of the last week of
school. The students were informed that their survey information was anonymous and to answer
the survey questions as honestly as possible. Completed survey forms were collected by a
student in each first period class and delivered to the researcher. As a result, 283 survey forms
were returned, representing the number of students in school on that particular day. The only
students not involved were any students absent that day and a class of M.H. (Mentally
Handicapped) students.

Tabulating the results involved grouping the students by the categories of grade, gender,
grades received in foreign language classes, and number of foreign languages studied. The
students’ scores were figuréd on a scale of 0 to 7 points. An "X" or "Yes" answer to the two
statements about plans to take foreign language in high school and plans to attend college were
scored as one point each. An "Agree" circled for each of the three statement about importance
of, requirement of, and enjoyment of forcign language study were scored as one point each. On
the question of how many years of foreign language the student planned to take in high school,
the student was scored zero points for a "0". one point for circling a "1" or a "2", and two points
for circling a "3" or a "4".

Results

It was hypothesized that students in Grade 8 would produce higher scores on a measure
of attitudes toward foreign language study than would students in Grade 7 or 6. The scores of
students in Grade 8 (M = 5.20. SD = 1.61,.n = 92) were significantly higher than the scores of

students in Grade 7 (M = 4.55. SD = 1.94, n = 104) and Grade 6 (M = 4.49, SD = 1.84, n = 87),

based on an Analysis of Variance test, F (2,280) 4.28, p <.05.

;
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It was hypothesized that there would be no difference in the scores produced by males
and by females on thé survey. The scores of female students (M = 5.30, SD = 1.62, n = 132)
were significantly higher than those of male students (M =4.25,SD =1.87, n= 151) usingat

test, £ (281) =-5.25, p <.01, two tails.

It was hypothesized that students receiving a grade of' A or B would produce higher
scores oﬁ the survey than those students receiving grades of C, D, or F in a foreign language
class. The scores of students receiving an A, A-, or B(M =5.47, SD = 1.46, n = 164) were
significantly higher than the scores of students receiving a B-, C, or C- (M = 4.08, SD = 1.86,
n = 61) and of those students receiving a D, D-. or F (M = 3.4, SD = 1.96, n = 58), based on an
Analysis of Variance test, F (2,280) = 39.29, p < .0S.

It was hypothesized that students who had taken two foreign language classes would
score higher on the survey than would those students who had taken one class or no classes.
No significant difference was found between the scores of those students who took two classes
(M = 4.81, SD = 1.84, n = 134), one class (M = 4.73, SD = 1.96..n = 142}, and no foreign
language (M = 3.71, SD = 2.06. n = 7), based on an Analysis of Variance test, F (2, 280) = 1.11.
p >.05. Subsequently. a Scheffé test, F (2, 280) = .95, p >.05, showed no significant difference
between those students who had taken two foreign language classes and those who had taken
none.

Discussion

The higher scores for students in Grade 8 compared to those students in either Grade 6 or
7 were expected and probably a result of increased age, experience, and maturity of the older
students. Due to recent registration for high school classes, influenced by prospective choices
about career and college, the questions were more relevant to the older students.

It was surprising that the number of foreign language classes taken did not result in a
significant difference in attitude toward foreign language study. The number of students who

had no foreign language exposure was small (7). possibly resulting in questionable reliability.

<
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The lack of difference in scores between those who had taken one class and those who had taken
two foreign language classes may be attributed to the fact that any exposure, no matter how long
or how many times, will increase interest in and improve attitude toward foreign language study.

The significantly higher scores of female students compared to male students was
unexpected; however, when compared to the answers supplied by students to the question of
their favorite and least favorite classes, it makes more sense. Math was named by 20% of the
male students as their favorite class and language arts (English) was mentioned by 20% as their
least favorite class. Math was also mentioned as a favorite subject by 15% of the female
students, but an additional 11% named math as their least favorite subject. Language arts,
however, was named as a favorite subject by more than 5% of the female students. Apparently
language skills in and attitudes toward English classes influence forei;,n language choices and
attitudes as well as affecting development of the skills involved, as discussed previous research.

Although male and female students predominantly named the major academic subject
areas in their answers, male students chose as answers a wide variety of other subjects. As a
middle schoo!, Fassett has an exploratory program encompassing various short courses
throughout the year, g.iving students a large range of possible subjects from which to choose.
Not giving the students a list of choices is a shortcoming of the survey which resulted in
stude ts naming 19 different subject areas. Low percentages for most subject areas made it
difficult to assess the information about favorite and least favorite school subjects in a
meaningful context.

During the past 12 years, foreign language has been extended downward in the middle
school from Grade 8. to Grade 7, and now to Grade 6: with a foreign language course of study
scheduled for next year, it is an appropriate time to reassess the middle school foreign language
program. Moving to a sequential program at Grades & and/or 7 in place of the present FI.EX

program, while leaving Grade 6 2s a foreign language exploration class. is worth considering if

11
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we wish to keep the interest of our students as well as to advance their foreign language
proficiency skills.

The main concemn of this study was to determine if the FLEX program as ‘t is presently
administered at Fassett and Eisenhower Middle Schools is achieving the goals for which it was
intended: increased interest in studying foreign languages and providing students with enough
exposure that they will be able to make decisions about future foreign language study. With
40% of the students scoring 5.5 - 7 points (very good), 45% scoring 3 - S points (good), and a
mean score of 4.744, the attitude toward foreign language study by the middle school students

surveyed is favorable.
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Appendix
FOREIGN LANGUAGE SURVEY

(The information in this survey is being used for a research project at BGSU.
Please be as honest as possible --- the survey information is anonymous.)

(Please circle) GRADE: 6 7 8
GENDER: MALE FEMALE
Please mark with an "X" those answers which apply to you:

In middle school, I have taken: French Spanish
(For 7th and 8th graders, this year and last year)

I plan to iake a foreign language in high school.

I plan to attend college after graduation from high school.

(Please circle):

Grade received in French (If taken): A B C D F
Grade received in Spanish (If taken): A B C D F
Foreign language study is important. AGREE DISAGREE
Foreign language study should be required in school. AGREE DISAGREE
I enjoyed studying a foreign language. AGREE DISAGREE
(Please circle a number): [ plan to take 0 1 2 3 4

years of a foreign language in high school.

What is your favorite subject in school?

What is your least favorite subject in school?

THANK YOU FOR COMPLETING THIS SURVEY. MERCI! GRACIAS!
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