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Abstract

The purpose of this study is to investigate Turkish students’ (n=462) motivation and attitudes toward learning
English as a foreign language at a state university in Turkey and the relation between their attitudes, motivation
and the variables such as gender, parental involvement, their fields of study at university, and academic
achievement. It was important to explore and comprehensively look at the issue through a range of variables
because the findings of the previous studies have revealed inconsistent attitudinal profiles toward learning
English language. The study adopted quantitative research paradigm and used a questionnaire for data collection.
The results indicated that the participants’ instrumental and intrinsic motivation were at moderate level while the
mean of parental involvement was at a high level. It was also shown that the learners’ attitude changed according
to their gender, fields of study and academic achievement. Alternative solutions at individual and institutional
levels have been proposed in order to develop motivation and more favourable attitudes toward learning English
language, and to prevent the generalization of stereotypes, which may have great impact on the success of
learning English language at tertiary level.
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1. Introduction
1.1 Introduce the Problem

One important characteristic of learning a foreign language is the degree of variation in the levels of proficiency
learners eventually reach. Factors such as quality and quantity of input, age, aptitude and attitude have been
proposed to account for this variation (Bidin et al., 2009; Friedrich, 2000; Firat, 2009; Goémleksiz, 2010). The
attitudes of learners, teachers, parents, and native speakers of the language are quite significant and determine
the ultimate level of success in the learning process. One of the most important factors is the attitude of learners
toward the target language and its speakers. Comparing a person’s attitude toward a foreign language and his
level of success in learning that language may help to illustrate the correlation between these variables. When the
role of attitude in language learning is considered, we need to understand Gardner and Lambert (1972), who
pointed to the role of learners’ attitude toward the target language as the most significant component affecting
language acquisition. Likewise, Williams and Burden (1997) state “... learners bring many individual
characteristics to the learning process which will affect both the way in which they learn and outcomes of that
process”. For that reason, as Mantle-Bromley (1995) mentions, if attitudes affect the endeavours of learners to
learn another language, teachers of foreign languages should be knowledgeable about this concept, so that they
can deal with issues regarding attitudinal handicaps in language classrooms. Furthermore, Chambers (1999:25)
clarifies that “pupils do not come to the foreign languages classroom as tabulae rasac. They bring with them
some attitudes born of conversations shared with family, friends, the media and personal experience of the target
language community.” It becomes quite crucial to investigate whether and what factors affect the attitudes of
language learners positively or negatively.

Having negative attitudes toward the target language can cause demotivation and cause learners to eventually
give up. On the other hand, having positive attitudes toward the target language can lead high levels of
motivation and facilitate the learning process. Therefore, examining learners’ attitudes toward a foreign language
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is a significant issue and plays a key role in language learning and teaching.
1.2 Importance of the Problem

In any context of learning a foreign language, learners bring positive or negative emotions about several aspects
of the target language to the class, and eventually develop attitudes toward the language itself, the teacher, the
course in general, one’s classmates, the course materials, and extra-curricular activities associated with the
course. It is also possible that the attitude and the type of motivation a learner develops about a foreign language
may determine whether one will be successful in learning that language or not.

Previous studies have shown that learners’ attitudes toward English as a foreign language (EFL) are prone to a
number of factors which clearly affect the learning process and that the effects of these factors may exhibit
variety from one context to another. The previously conducted studies had their unique socio-cultural context.
Although we can have access to a rich literature on the aspects of attitudes towards learning English language in
other countries, there have been few studies focusing on the factors that influence attitudes of students at tertiary
level in the context of Turkey (Aydin, 2007; Colak, 2008; Seker, 2003). When the significance of learning
English language is considered in Turkey, universities have a great role and responsibility in improving the
proficiency level of students in English language. Learners have to be proficient in English to study in their
departments since they have to take several English courses throughout their academic studies at universities.

Although learners are exposed to English instruction for a long time at different levels in Turkey, the reasons for
the poor English language skills of learners have long been a matter of discussion among researchers and
educators. There are many students failing in preparatory English language courses offered at the beginning of
undergraduate programs at universities (Colak, 2008). It seems obvious that more comprehensive and extensive
studies of attitudes toward English language among university students in Turkey are needed in order to
contribute to the success of learners of English as a foreign language and to the procedures of learning English
language in Turkey.

Studies in Turkish EFL context showed that EFL learners had high levels of instrumental motivation toward
English (Kiziltepe, 2000; Saracaloglu, 2000; Uziim, 2007) and that their attitudes correlated positively with high
levels of parental support (Demirtas, 2007). However, we need to have further evidence since there are few
studies showing the significance of the attitudinal factors in language learning in this regard. Furthermore, the
studies so far focused on one or two factors at one time and only a few of them examined the effects of
attitudinal factors at tertiary level. It is obvious that various variables affecting the attitudes as examined within
one group of Turkish EFL learners are missing points of discussion when the problems of teaching English
language in universities in Turkey are considered.

1.3 Relevant Scholarship

The key terms used in the study need to be defined briefly before relevant studies were reviewed. Attitude refers
to one’s likes and dislikes. Gardner (1985) defines attitude as an evaluative reaction to some referent or object,
inferred on the basis of the individual’s beliefs or opinions about the referent. Definitions of ‘attitude’ emphasize
that it is an individual act having the roots in social environment mostly and results with stable opinions for the
target topic. It is related to person’s feelings and shapes his/her behaviors. People develop positive or negative
attitudes towards everything and their attitudes may stem from various sources.

Intrinsic motivation involves a behaviour performed to experience pleasure or satisfying one’s curiosity, whereas
instrumental motivation is related to a behaviour to receive some extrinsic reward such as better employment
opportunities, better grades, or some kind of benefit or advantage for the person. Intrinsic motivation refers to
the desire and willingness to engage in an activity for the sake of satisfaction rather than for some other
seperable consequences or reasons, which are important in instrumental motivation. Academic achievement in
this study refers to the EFL learners’ success in learning English language in the context of the investigation.

Today, researchers have become increasingly interested in learners’ motivation and attitudes toward English
language since English language has become the international language used by speakers of other languages in
the world. The studies demonstrate that learners in different contexts attributed a mixture of feelings toward
English language and inconsistent attitudinal profiles have been revealed in the previous studies conducted on
this crucial issue (Bidin et al., 2009; Cortes, 2002; Friedrich, 2000; Hang, 2009; Thomas, 2010; Young, 2006).

Different factors influence attitudes of learners such as social environment, peers, instrumental reasons, culture,
age, gender and achievement. Unfortunately, there are not many studies focusing on the effects of various factors
in the same group of learners. In other words, previous studies usually showed the significance of the factors
separately instead of examining them all in one study with the same group of learners of English language. For
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example, Ryan and Deci (2000) explained intrinsic motivation as the desire to engage in an activity for its
inherent satisfaction rather than for some separable consequences. The intrinsically motivated learner was
expected to maintain his motivation with or without any external rewards. Another study by Small (1997)
showed that intrinsically motivated learners usually display intellectual curiosity, find learning fun and go on
seeking knowledge even after the formal instruction classes are over.

In Turkey, English is learned as a foreign language for mainly instrumental motivation regarding education and
better career opportunities (Sebiiktekin, 1981). A review of literature clearly shows that one of the most
important instrumental motivation for learning English in Turkey is job requirement (Dogancay- Aktuna, 1997,
Kuziltepe, 2000; Qashoa, 2006; Uziim, 2007). Other instrumental reasons are being successful in their field of
study, gaining self-respect, having a social status (Al-Tamimi & Shuib, 2009; Malallah, 2000; Tilfarlioglu and
Kinsiz, 2011). As Konig (1990: 4) says, “more and more people are aware of the fact that at least some
knowledge of English is necessary to get ahead in life. It brings high status to the individual socially, as well as
extending job opportunities.”

An important factor observed to affect learners’ attitude toward a foreign language is gender. Though many
studies show the effect of gender on learners’ attitudes, the results are still inconsistent (Atli, 2008; Aydin, 2007;
Gomleksiz, 2010; Kobayashi, 2002). Females and males have often been reported to develop different levels of
attitudes toward English language. The gender differences in attitudes toward language learning are explained
with three different aspects of language learning: these are cultural effects, employment needs and image of the
target language (Rees, 1987; Spolsky, 1989; Kobayashi 2002). In some cultural contexts, certain society forms
that do not support female achievement have adverse effects on the development of attitudes toward the language
(Hawley, 1971). Another explanation for the gender difference is that higher future employment possibilities
open to girls resulted with females’ more positive attitudes (Loulidi, 1989). Furthermore, as Pennycook (2004)
and Carr and Pauwels (2006) indicated, learning a foreign language was usually considered to be a
‘girl-appropriate’ subject.

Another social phenomenon directly related to language learning is the role of parents (Demirtag, 2007; Kiziltepe,
2000; Tavil, 2009). For example, Fullan (2001:198) states that “the closer the parent is to the education of the
child, the greater the impact on child development and educational achievement”. Likewise, Gardner (1985)
concludes that parents with positive attitudes play an integrative role in students’ motivation whereas the
development of learners’ positive attitudes can be inhibited by parents’ negative attitudes.

Although it seems that learners’ fields of study have an effect on their attitudes, a comprehensive review of
literature shows that few studies have been conducted to closely investigate this factor. As an example, Colak’s
(2008) study pointed out that there was a significant difference between students’ fields and their attitudes
towards learning English. Likewise, Gomleksiz (2010) also found out that the students’ attitudes varied from one
field to another, and revealed statistically significant differences between participants’ fields of study and their
attitudes toward learning English language.

Gardner and Lambert (1972) assert that there is a close connection between attitude and achievement; they point
out that learners’ attitude toward target language determine how successful they will be to learn that new
language. Most of the studies reveal that there is a positive relationship between learners’ attitudes and foreign
language achievement (Haitema, 2002; Liu, 2007; Malallah, 2000; Petrides, 2006; inal et al., 2005). However,
unlike Gardner and Lambert (1972) and Saracaloglu (2000), Karas (1996) indicated that there was only a weak
relationship between academic achievement and attitude.

1.4 The Purpose of the Study and Research Questions

The aim of the present study is to analyse motivation type and the factors that influence Turkish EFL learners’
attitudes toward learning English language at tertiary level. The variables considered to have a relation with the
attitudes of EFL learners include parental involvement, gender, learners’ fields of study at university and
academic achievement. To the knowledge of the researchers, there is not any study in Turkey that examines the
effects of all these variables together with the same group of learners. Thus, the study was designed to address
the following research questions:

1)- What are learners’ attitudes toward learning English language at tertiary level in Turkish EFL context?
2)- To what extent do Turkish EFL learners at tertiary level have intrinsic motivation?
3)- To what extent do Turkish EFL learners at tertiary level have instrumental motivation?

4)- What are the parents’ attitudes toward learning English as a foreign language?
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5)- Do Turkish EFL learners’ attitudes toward learning English at tertiaty level differ according to their gender?

6)- Do Turkish EFL learners’ attitudes toward learning English at tertiary level differ according to their fields of
study?

7)- Is there a correlation between motivation type of Turkish EFL learners at tertiary level and their
achievement?

2. Method

The study adopted quantitative research paradigm in data collection and data analysis procedures. The research
was centred on the relation between variables under investigation. The study quests for facts on motivation and
attitudes toward English language, which can be generalized beyond the particular context. In this regard,
quantitative research design encourages generalizations and replications in similar teaching contexts in Turkey.

2.1 Participants

The study was conducted on 462 students at the School of Foreign Languages at a large state university in
Turkey. 178 of them were male and 284 of them were female. After being admitted to the university, the students
took an in-house proficiency exam in English language. Upon failing at the exam, they were required to study
English language intensively at the School of Foreign Languages for one year. In order to start their
undergraduate education in their departments at the university, they had to take and be successful at the
proficiency exam administered at the end of one-year intensive English language instruction at the School of
Foreign Languages. They were expected to obtain minimum 70 points out of 100.

2.2 Instruments

The quantitative data collection instrument was adapted from Gardner’s (1985) ‘The Attitude/Motivation Test
Battery’ (AMI). The items of the questionnaire focused on intrinsic motivation, instrumental motivation, parental
involvement and attitudes. However, after implementing the pilot study with 70 intermediate level students, the
questionnaire items were modified. Based on the findings obtained through a factor analysis in the pilot study,
the number of items in the questionnaire were modified. The scale used in the questionnaire was a five-point
Likert-type scale from strongly disagree to strongly agree. The reliability coefficient (Cronbach Alpha) value for
the items in the questionnaire was .899.

2.3 Data analysis

Statistical Package of Social Sciences (SPSS 20.0) was used in order to analyse the data gathered through the
questionnaire. The statistics in the study included descriptive statistics with mean scores, t-test results, Kruskal
Wallis Test and correlation analysis.

3. Results and Discussion

The analysis of the results was done to measure the attitudes of the learners toward learning English language.
As can be seen in Table 1, a mean score of 3.70, a median of 3.79 and a mode of 4.13 on the attitudes toward
learning English as a foreign language were obtained. This clearly showed that the Turkish EFL students at the
tertiary level where the study was conducted had positive attitudes toward learning English.

Table 1. Descriptive statistics of learners’ attitudes toward learning English

N Valid 462
Missing 0
Mean 3.70
Median 3.79
Mode 4.13
Minimum 1.34
Maximum 5.00

Table 2 below illustrates that the mean of the students’ intrinsic motivation was 3.47, the mean of the students’
instrumental motivation was 3.68 and the mean of the students’ parental involvement was 4.13.
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Table 2. Descriptive statistics of motivation type and parental involvement

Intrinsic motivation Instrumental motivation Parental involvement

N Valid 462 462 462
Missing 0 0 0

Mean 3.47 3.68 4.13
Median 3.64 3.80 4.25
Mode 4.00 3.80 4.50
Minimum 1.00 1.30 1.00
Maximum 5.00 5.00 5.00

The top intrinsic motivation statement was: “Being successful in English is important for me.” with a mean score
of 3.89 while the item with lowest mean score was: “I hate English” (m= 2.01). The top item of the instrumental
motivation was: “Learning English is important to me because it will enable me to meet new people from
different parts of the world” (m= 4.15). The bottom item was: “It is important for me to know English in order to
better understand the English-speaking nations’ behaviour and problems” (m= 3.20). When parental involvement
sub- factor was examined, the top statement was: “My parents think that learning English is necessary for my
academic career” (m=4.36) and the bottom statement was: “My parents think that English is an unimportant
lesson” (m=1.44).

Table 3. T-test results of the learners’ attitudes with respect to their gender

Groups N X SD DF t P
Female 284 3.80 0.54 460 4.36 0.000
Male 178 3.55 0.64

In Table 3, the results of the t-test demonstrated that there was a significant difference between the attitudes of
the female and the male students (t (462) = 4.36). In other words, the attitudes of the females towards learning
English (X=3.80, SD=0.54) proved to be higher than that of males (X =3.55, SD=0.64).

Table 4. The results of Kruskal Wallis test for ‘Attitudes’ in terms of learners’ fields of study

Field of Study N Mean Rank DF ¢ p Significant Difference
A-Medicine 76 178.81 6 28.35 0.00 A-C,A-D,A-F
B-Education 11 258.95 C-E

C-Engineering 195 257.83

D-Arts and Sciences 114 229.27

E-Veterinary 48 192.55

F-Foreign Trade 7 336.43

G-Maritime and Port Authority 11 227.59

For the difference between the students’ fields of study and their attitude levels, Table 4 shows that there was a
statically meaningful difference between Medicine and Engineering students. As Faculty of Engineering
participants had higher mean score, it can be stated that they had more positive attitudes than the students at the
Faculty of Medicine. Similarly, the students at the Faculty of Arts and Sciences and the Foreign Trade
Department had higher mean scores than the studenst at the Faculty of Medicine. The results also revealed that
there was a significant difference between Faculty of Engineering and Foreign Trade Department participants. It
can be deduced that Foreign Trade students tended to have more positive attitudes compared to the students in
the Faculty of Engineering.
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Another important point observed in the study was the relationship between participants’ academic achievement
and their attitudes. Pearson Correlation Coefficient analysis results demonstrated that there was a very low
correlation between attitudes of the participants and their achievement. There was a low correlation between
intrinsic motivation and achievement, (r=.187). There was also low correlation between instrumental motivation
and achievement, (r=.124). However, there was not a significant correlation between parental involvement and
students’ academic achievement.

Table 5. The results of Pearson Correlation (2-tailed) for “Achievement” in terms of students’ fields of study

Field of Study Intrinsic motivation Instrumental motivation Parental involvement
Medicine .062 .003 .090
595 977 440
Education 341 429 223
304 188 .509
Engineering 210 .042 .105
.003 558 143
Arts and Sciences 431 . 398 071
.000 .000 452
Veterinary 126 .076 .029
394 .606 .847
Foreign Trade 221 .029 .490
.634 951 264
Maritime/Port Authority 299 .008 502
371 982 115

Table 5 reports the correlations between motivation type/parental involvement and achievement in terms of
participants’ fields of study. It is clear that there was no significant correlation between three sub-factors and
achievement when participants’ answers were examined for the Faculty of Medicine, Education, Veterinary, and
Foreign Trade and Maritime and Port Authority Departments.

The results for the students at the Faculty of Art and Sciences showed that there was a moderate positive
correlation between achievement, and both intrinsic motivation (r= .431) and instrumental motivation (r= .398).
However, it is clear in Table 2 that there was no significant relation between achievement and parental
involvement (r =.071).

As can be deduced from the results for Faculty of Engineering participants, there was positive but low
correlation between intrinsic motivation (r= .210) and achievement factors. However, the findings showed that
there was no meaningful relation between achievement and instrumental motivation, and between achievement
and parental involvement factors. Open-ended responses indicated that the results also revealed that 87 % of
participants thought English language was important, and that 37.6% of them hoped to find a better job if they
know English. This constituted the most important reason for learning English. 32.3% of them believed that
having the opportunity of education or finding a job abroad was the second most popular reason. Having a good
social status was the third important reason for learning English as 29.9% of the participants chose the item.
More than half of the parents had no knowledge of English. Parents totally supported students to learn English.
They even encouraged them to learn other languages. The results also revealed that nearly all of the participants
(95.2%) would like to learn English even if one-year intensive English instruction at the university was not
obligatory.

A correlation between positive attitudes and their intrinsic motivation, instrumental motivation and parental
involvement was observed for a considerable majority of the students. Participants were aware of the importance
of learning English and they expressed that they loved English language and they were intrinsically motivated to
learn English as a foreign language. The participants were conscious about how success in learning English
might affect their lives and they were really motivated to be successful in English. The reason for this might be
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related to the effects of the proficiency exam required by the University. The participants displayed a natural
curiosity and preferred to study English even when it was not obligatory at the School of Foreign Languages.

The fact that the participants want to be in contact with foreign people can be supported with the great tourism
potential in Turkey hosting large numbers of tourists every year, which creates an English-speaking environment
with part-time jobs for especially university students in different seasons. It can also be related to the
opportunities of meeting new people in social media thanks to internet in recent years. Other important motives
for the participants for learning English included finding better job or education opportunities abroad, gaining a
good social status thanks to communicating in English, understanding songs and films in English showing their
admiration and appreciation towards the cultural products of the target language. They were willing to go abroad.
However, they were not deeply interested in the behaviours or problems of people in English-speaking cultures.

Parents totally supported the participants to learn English and were aware of the importance of English in
learners’ academic career and in job market eventually. Parents not only guided learners to learn English but they
also encouraged them to learn other languages as well. The parents’ past experiences, their lack of knowledge in
English language may possibly shape their attitudes toward their children’s learning English (Hoover-Dempsey
et al., 2005). Another conclusion is that female learners tended to demonstrate significantly more positive
attitudes than male students do. This result shows parallelism with the study by Saracaloglu (2000) and Ath
(2008).

The question whether attitudes of learners differ according to their fields of study indicated that students enrolled
at the Faculty of Engineering, Arts and Sciences and Foreign Trade Department tended to have more positive
attitudes than Faculty of Medicine students. The main reason for this could be that these students study English
only in English courses, which does not meet their needs because they will be working in Turkey and they do not
need to know English to become a successful doctor. It may also be related to the fact that education offered in
Faculty of Medicine is not English medium and they do not think it is necessary to learn English in order to be
successful in their departments.

Although most of the students have highly positive attitudes toward learning English language, this does not
have a clear effect on their success. There is nearly no correlation between the attitudes of students at the
Medicine, Education and Veterinarian Faculties and their achievement. The reason for this may be related to the
fact that one-year intensive English instruction is obligatory for these departments and that they take English
courses because it was a required course, not because they were strongly motivated to learn English. Thus, these
students may feel forced to learn English language. On the other hand, it is surprising not to find any correlation
between achievement and the attitudes of the students at the Foreign Trade Department and Maritime and Port.
The students think that they would not need English later in their education since the medium of instruction in
their departments was not English.

The results of the study indicated that for a considerable majority of the students there was positive correlation
between their attitudes and their intrinsic motivation, instrumental motivation and parental involvement. As for
the relations between the students’ attitudes and their gender, female students tended to have higher scores than
male students. The study revealed that some fields of study displayed significant differences in terms of their
attitudes toward English language.

Since the data showed that the students at the tertiary level had moderate level of instrumental motivation and
intrinsic motivation, the language teachers can easily boost their students’ instrumental motivation by preparing
the learners for the proficiency exam. Likewise, they can occasionally remind them their future goals and
emphasize practical use of English such as how to communicate with other people when they travel to
English-speaking countries. Teachers may also lay stress upon the importance of having a good knowledge of
English in order to find a good job and to be able to understand the academic courses. Wei (2007) states that not
only instrumental motivation but also intrinsic orientation of learners should be supported, which needs to be
taken into consideration as it facilitates the reduction of anxiety that learners feel in language classrooms.
Therefore, a balanced development of both instrumental and intrinsic motivations should be sustained.

Teachers can integrate the traditions, literature or lifestyle of the English-speaking countries into English courses
by means of visual and audio materials. Written and visual materials might provide the learners with the
opportunities to get to know the native speakers of English language and their culture. Another possible solution
could be to increase language contact through partnerships among schools via internet or exchange programs that
will enable students to visit other countries and host people from target societies.
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4. Conclusion

The main purpose of this study was to examine Gardner’s proposition that there is a relation between attitudes
and achievement and to investigate the motivation type and other factors such as gender, parental involvement,
learners’ fields of study and academic achievement. The results of the study showed that there was a low
correlation between achievement and intrinsic motivation and instrumental motivation; however, there was not a
significant correlation between the students’ attitudes and “achievement” and “parental involvement” variables.
The study also revealed that female learners have significantly more positive attitudes although almost all the
participants indicated a positive attitude towards learning English language.

This study might contribute to EFL teachers’ understanding of learner attitudes, motivational factors by
demonstrating that learners’ attitudes should be kept in mind in the teaching process. The study unveiled the
learners’ motivation and attitudes toward learning English and analysed the factors that influence their attitudes.
EFL teachers at intensive English programs at universities often face demotivation problems in their classrooms.
Even though the findings of this study are not completely generalizable, they may guide teachers in English
language programs at other universities in terms of considering the significance of being sensitive to learners'
motives and attitudes.

Among the limitations of this study, the first one is that this investigation was conducted at a state university.
Different results could potentially be obtained at other universities differing in size, location and curriculum
along with a different proficiency exam type. Further research might use a more developed attitude scale and a
socioeconomic status scale including the attitudes of learners towards English culture and various
English-speaking societies.

This study could be expanded to include other universities in Turkey and English language learners in other
countries, which may help us compare and contrast the attitudinal profiles of the students from different
universities in different EFL contexts. Teachers’ views on the types of motivation and attitudes that their students
have toward learning English might be investigated in order to find out whether the students’ responses to the
questionnaire reflect their actual behaviour, and whether there are matches or mismatches between teachers and
learners in terms of the issues examined. Researchers can also investigate students’ attitudes in terms of
contextual variables such as attitudes toward the teacher, course book, course, and the learning environment
where the process of learning English language takes place.
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