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Youth and the Study of 
Foreign Language: 
An Investigation of Attitudes

Kristin Hull Cortés
University of California, Berkeley

Abstract: This study was undertaken to assess the attitudes of elementary and middle school
students toward foreign language (FL) study. A questionnaire, designed to measure student atti-
tudes toward FL study and perceived parental support, was administered to 209 youth in grades
three through eight, in two different school populations within the San Francisco Bay Area. The
results of t-tests show that students with home languages other than English demonstrated more
positive attitudes toward FL and a higher degree of perceived parental support for their FL pro-
gram than did students whose home language was English. There were no gender differences found
on the total attitude score. However, a difference between the two school populations emerged, with
students at School 1 scoring significantly higher on the attitude scale and reporting more parent
support than students at School 2. The implications of the study are discussed and suggestions for
future research are provided.

Background
Because language is a social event, and because an individual is profoundly shaped by the lan-
guage he or she speaks, social considerations — such as the setting in which we learn language
— are instrumental in explaining how people come to acquire a new language. According to
Bialystok and Hakuta (1994), we express our response to these social considerations in the atti-
tudes that we form toward the foreign language (FL) and in the extent to which we are moti-
vated to learn a second language (L2). 

Attitudes, in relation to FL learning, have been a popular subject of research in the past four
decades, as attitudes are “both central to the understanding of human behavior and are capable
of explication and measurement” (Baker, 1992, p. 20). Over the years, several definitions have
been given to the term attitude. Its root meaning (derived from the Latin word ‘aptus’) is ‘apti-
tude for action,’ or having a tendency towards certain actions. Gardner and Lambert (1959),
among the first language researchers to partake in such study, defined attitudes as major inte-
grative forces in the development of personality that give consistency to an individual’s behav-
ior. As such, “our attitudes and motivation reflect how we view a situation and how much we
would like to be a part of it” (Bialystok & Hakuta, 1994, p. 34). In L2 research, “attitudes are a
convenient and efficient way of explaining consistent patterns in behavior” (Baker, 1992, p. 11). 

As is commonly known in the L2 field, Gardner and Lambert (1959; 1972) found that moti-
vations to learn an L2 could be divided into two distinct categories. The first, instrumental moti-
vation, focuses on an end goal. This type of motivation has been associated with practical ben-
efits such as economic advances and personal achievement (e.g., graduation requirements, get-
ting a job, earning more money, etc.). The second category, namely integrative motivation, dri-
ves the student to study an L2 to learn more about culture, to meet new people, or to become a
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part of the target language community. While instrumental
and integrative motivations have different definitions, they
are “not necessarily opposites or alternatives. Both are
capable of existing within the same individual” (Baker,
1992, p. 35), and are by no means exclusive (Ely, 1986a);
for any individual learner in Gardner and Lambert’s studies,
“there was extensive overlap of these two descriptions”
(Bialystok & Hakuta, 1994, p. 139). Much of the literature
has depicted integrative motivation as key in acquiring an
L2 (see, e.g., Gardner & Lambert, 1959; Svanes, 1988).
However, Gardner and MacIntyre (1991) found that both
types of motivation facilitated learning. “The major thrust
of research using integrative and instrumental attitudes has
been in their role in L2 acquisition and achievement”
(Baker 1992, p. 31).1

Additional research has shown that a correlation exists
between the student’s attitude toward the L2 and achieve-
ment in the L2 (Gardner & MacIntyre, 1993). For example,
Lambert (1974), in his seminal study, found both motiva-
tion for learning a language and attitude toward the target
culture to be important factors in effective learning.
According to Bialystok and Hakuta (1994), motivational
factors “can create a more positive context in which lan-
guage learning is likely to flourish” (p. 140). Gardner
(1985) reviews relevant studies conducted in Canada and
the United States, and discusses various issues and prob-
lems associated with language attitude research. He con-
cludes that, in all of the studies, “The results clearly indi-
cate a particular pattern of attitudinal-motivational compo-
nents facilitated L2 acquisition” (p. 143). In fact, Gardner
et al. (1987) found that “language attitudes are seen to
‘cause’ motivation” (p. 42) and that “motivation is shown
to be a causal factor in determining L2 achievement and
‘use’ of the language” (p. 42). In other words, “Attitudes
and motivations are important because they determine the
extent to which the individuals will actively involve them-
selves in learning the language” (Gardner, 1985, p. 56). 

Since the initial research by Gardner and Lambert, a
variety of studies have examined aspects of attitudes and
motivation in language learning. For example, student
interest in and enrollment in FL classes was found to be
influenced by the attitudes and opinions of students’ fami-
ly members and peers (Speiller, 1988; Zamir, 1981).
Gardner (1985) also found that, for young learners,
parental involvement in and attitudes toward language
learning are two important factors in L2 development.

Another variable in attitudes toward language study,
which has become popular among researchers, is that of
gender differences. In a study of Japanese children learning
English as an L2, it was found that girls had higher scores
in both attitudinal and motivational variables than did boys
(Koizumi, 1993). Similarly, Pritchard (1987) found, in an
Irish study, that boys generally had less favorable attitudes

toward FL learning than did girls. These findings corre-
spond with widely held beliefs that “languages are a ‘girls’
subject” (Pritchard, 1987, p. 65) and that girls have more
aptitude for FL learning than do boys. Sung and Padilla
(1998) also found that female students reported greater
motivation for FL study than did their male counterparts.
However, in a Chicago study of elementary students’ atti-
tudes toward Hebrew, Ravid (1987) found no difference
between boys’ and girls’ mean attitude scores.

Experience in the FL classroom, whether positive or
negative, is yet another factor that has been shown to affect
attitudes toward language learning (Glisan, 1987; Koizumi
1993). Travel or exposure to native language speakers has
been associated with positive attitudes in FL students
(Gardner & Smythe, 1977). For example, Lee (1986)
found that “higher proportions of pupils [studying French]
who had visited France than those who had not, thought
French was useful, enjoyable, and easy and wanted contact
with the French community” (p. 73). Other variables
found to affect attitudes toward FL include reactions to
teaching methods and classroom activities, as well as stu-
dent rapport with FL teachers and peers (Massey, 1994). In
research where opinions of students regarding FL curricu-
lum and content have been solicited, the results have
revealed that students prefer more emphasis on speaking
and less on formal grammar (see Glisan, 1987).

The degree of relevance that students see an FL having
in their daily lives is also an important factor. Massey
(1994) found that the role a language plays in the students’
lives outside the FL classroom can be a significant influence
on how involved they become in the learning process.
Students in Massey’s study were also greatly affected by the
degree of enjoyment and the level of success they had expe-
rienced throughout their FL study. Similarly, Gardner et al.
(1979) found that the sociocultural background of the stu-
dent plays a major role in the development of attitudes
toward FL learning. According to Edelsky (1991), other
important factors in encouraging language learning are
school policy and perceived status of the L2.

Student surveys have revealed both positive and nega-
tive attitudes toward FL study (see Glisan, 1987, and
Roberts, 1992). However, the most frequent finding in the
literature is the overwhelming support and interest on the
part of students for FL study (Morello, 1988; Rhodes et al.,
1989; Roberts, 1992). Of great relevance here is that stu-
dents with more positive attitudes are more likely to par-
ticipate in class and to be active learners (Gardner et al.,
1976; Mantle-Bromley, 1995).

Attitudes toward FL have been explored by many
researchers, but the majority of the studies on attitudes
toward L2 learning has taken place outside the United
States and has been conducted with predominantly college
and high school age subjects. Though FLES programs
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(Foreign Language in the Elementary School) are prolifer-
ating in the United States, research on the attitudes of
American youth has been virtually neglected. Several stud-
ies address students’ abilities or performance in FL (see,
e.g., Koizumi, 1993; Zamir, 1981), but few focus primarily
on younger students’ attitudes toward FL. 

It is apparent, however, from the above-mentioned
studies that the relationship between student attitudes and
FL learning is complex and that there are many factors that
affect the outcomes of this relationship. Some of these fac-
tors will be investigated in the present study.

This study explores the attitudes of younger students
toward the beginning of their FL study, as attitudes that
develop in these students’ FLES programs may influence
their future decisions regarding FL study. The present
research reports data obtained from students ranging from
third through eighth grades in two elementary schools
where FL is taught. The purpose of this investigation was
to test the following hypotheses:

1. Given the findings of Pritchard (1987) and Koizumi
(1993), girls will demonstrate more positive attitudes
toward FL study than will boys.

2. In accordance with the findings of Sung and Padilla
(1998) and Gardner (1985), those students whose
home languages include languages other than English
will also demonstrate more positive attitudes toward
learning a second language.

3. As found by Zamir (1981) and Gardner (1985), infor-
mants who perceive their parents as showing a high
level of involvement in their FL study will demon-
strate more positive attitudes toward FL learning than
those students who perceive their parents as showing
little interest in their FL program. 

Methods
Sample
This study directs its attention to English-speaking ele-
mentary students enrolled in FL classes. The research was
conducted at two different private schools in the San
Francisco Bay Area. At the time of the research, few FLES
programs could be found in area public schools. The two
schools were chosen because both had similar FLES pro-
grams operating at each site, and the schools were similar
in size, being kindergarten through eighth grade facilities. 

The sample was comprised of 209 elementary stu-
dents, of whom 100 were girls and 109 were boys. Ninety-
one students were from School 1 and 118 students were
from School 2. Students in grades three through eight par-
ticipated in the study, as a third grade reading level was
necessary to understand the questionnaire. All informants
had been previously, or were presently, enrolled in some
form of FL study, as required by each elementary school. 

The programs at the two schools were similar in that
students had an FL teacher come into their regular class-
rooms approximately twice a week for approximately 40
minutes each session. Eighty-three percent of the students
were concurrently enrolled in Spanish FLES programs,
10% were studying French, and 6% were not enrolled in
any FL class at the time of the study.2

English is the dominant language in both cities where
the study took place. However, Spanish, among other lan-
guages, is commonly heard in the two communities (more
so in community 1 than 2). Spanish radio and television
(as well as Chinese and other languages) are also prevalent.
The majority of the youth at School 2 are from middle class
backgrounds, with some from the upper middle class and
others from less affluent families. School 1 is made up of
students who come from families of middle to lower mid-
dle class incomes. School 1 is located in a very ethnically
and linguistically diverse section of a major West Coast
city, whereas at School 2, located in an East Bay city, there
is less diversity. Both school populations are comprised of
many ethnic groups, with European-American, Hispanic,
African-American, and Asian being the predominant eth-
nicities represented. In both schools, the majority of the
students (65%) are native English speakers. However,
there is a significant number of students at both schools
who are bilingual, whose parents’ native language is not
standard English, and who speak languages other than
English at home. 

Instruments
Students’ attitudes were measured using an attitudes ques-
tionnaire. A preliminary pilot study was conducted to col-
lect students’ ideas, thoughts, and opinions about FL study.
Interviews and focus group discussions were carried out in
each of the two schools. Student responses were analyzed
to determine if students’ attitudes appeared to fall into gen-
eral categories. The responses of the students were then
used to create a four-part questionnaire. Rather than serve
as a mold to which student perceptions must conform,
each category of the questionnaire directly mirrored opin-
ions found among the students.

The questionnaire consisted of 33 Likert-scale items
with responses of “strongly agree,” “agree,” “disagree,” and
“strongly disagree” (see Appendix A). Part 1 of the ques-
tionnaire contained 8 items; four of these measured instru-
mental motivations for studying an FL (e.g., access to
media, jobs, knowledge, and intelligence), and four were
designed to measure integrative motivation (e.g., access to
people and cultural groups). Part 2 of the questionnaire
contained 13 items, five measuring instrumental motiva-
tions such as school requirements and advancement,
parental demands, practical uses, and earning money. The
remainder of the items in Part 2 measured integrative
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motives for the study of FL including travel, family her-
itage, enjoyment, friends, and integration into the commu-
nity. Part 3 of the instrument comprised five items designed
to assess student perceptions of parental attitudes toward
FL study. Students were asked to indicate to what degree
parents encouraged them to study FL, helped with home-
work, felt that the student should spend more time on the
FL, should continue to study the FL, and were interested in
the FL class. 

In addition, the students were asked to rate how well

they spoke Spanish and how well they thought they were
doing in their FL class. This final section, consisting of 7
items, was intended to measure the degree to which stu-
dents felt that learning an FL was important. Care was
taken to randomly disperse positively and negatively word-
ed statements, to encourage active and mindful responses.

In addition to the items constituting the major source
of data for this study, other biographical data was obtained.
The following information was available: students’ age,
grade level, and gender. Students were also asked to indi-

ITEMS OF STRONG AGREEMENT AND STRONG DISAGREEMENT

Items Mean Variance Standard Deviation

1. Knowing another language will 3.38 .47 .69
allow me to meet and talk with  a lot of different people

2. Knowing another language will allow me to be 3.09 .51 .74
more comfortable with people that speak that language

3. Knowing a foreign language will help me in high school 3.18 .61 .78

4. My parents think I should continue to study Spanish 3.09 2.44 1.56

5. It is important to speak English and another language 3.18 .68 .82

6. Schools should just teach in English 1.73 .818 .904

7. People only need to know one language 1.78 .80 .895

Table 1

T-TEST OUTCOMES FOR INTEGRATIVE AND INSTRUMENTAL MOTIVATION SCALES BY 
HOME LANGUAGE AND GENDER 

Home Language Gender
English Others Boys Girls

Integrative Mean Scores 12.85 13.95* 12.97 13.44

Instrumental Mean Scores 16.33 17.15 16.53 16.66

*p > .01 

Table 2

TOTAL SCORES COMPARED BY 
STUDENTS’ HOME LANGUAGE AT 

SCHOOLS 1 AND 2

Home Language
English Other

School 1 73.97 78.75

School 2 67.56 74.92

Table 3

PERCEIVED PARENTAL INVOLVEMENT VS.
STUDENTS’ HOME LANGUAGE AT 

SCHOOLS 1 AND 2

Home Language
English Other

School 1 14.443 16.139 

School 2 12.875 13.760

Table 4
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cate their first language, languages spoken at home, and
knowledge of other languages. Finally, students were asked
what they wanted to do when they grew up and whether
they knew anyone from a culture different from their own.

A Factor Analysis was calculated using the 33 Likert-
style questionnaire items. One factor, which included 26
items, emerged. These 26 items were then totaled to pro-
vide an “Attitude toward FL” Scale. Using this attitude
scale, an attitude score ranging from 26 to 104 was com-
puted for each of the 209 informants. 

Despite the emergence of a single factor (which may
prove that these distinctions are irrelevant), several items
on the attitude scale that historically have been
recognized as either instrumental or integrative
motivations (see Gardner & Lambert, 1972) were
separated into sets. Six items (“meet and talk to
different people,” “be comfortable with people
that speak that language,” “participate in activities
of other cultural groups,” “have friends that speak
Spanish and I want to be able to talk to them,”
“relatives,” and “will help me be accepted in my
community”) were grouped together to form an
“Integrative Motivation Set.” Six different items
(“read literature,” “knowing another language will
make me more knowledgeable,” “helpful in get-
ting a job,” “people will think I am smarter,” “will
help me in high school,” and “will help me earn
lots of money”) were grouped together to form an
“Instrumental Motivation Set.” Potential scores
for both of these sets ranged from 6 to 24.

Administration Procedures
The questionnaire was administered during regu-
lar class periods. The youth were recruited on a
voluntary basis, and most were enthusiastic about
participating in the project. Permission was
obtained from the students and from their parents,
teachers, and principals. The students were
instructed not to write their names on the ques-
tionnaires. They were assured that all responses
would remain anonymous, that no portion of their
responses would influence grades in any of their
classes, and that there were no right or wrong
answers. 

The questionnaire took approximately 15 to
30 minutes to complete. The nature and purpose
of the study were explained to the students. The
students were asked to provide as true an answer
as they were able for each statement. To insure
consistency, there was a single questionnaire
administrator in every classroom who was well
known to the majority of the students and was
available to clarify any questions. Questionnaires

were completed by students in grades 3, 4, 7, and 8 at
School 1, and by students in grades 3, 4, 5, and 8 at School
2. The completed questionnaires were then scored, and the
information was coded to facilitate computer analysis.

Results
The results of this study confirmed several hypotheses but
did not lend support to others. In general, informants
scored high on this attitude measure (scores ranged from
34 to 104; mean score = 72.69; variance = 169.39; standard
deviation = 13.02). These high scores signify that students
had very positive attitudes toward learning an FL and lend

TOTAL MEAN FL ATTITUDE SCORE BY HOME LANGUAGE
BACKGROUND BY SCHOOL
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support to the findings of Rhodes et al. (1989) and Roberts
(1992). The five items with which students most strongly
agreed are listed in Table 1. Two items of strong disagree-
ment were “Schools should just teach in English” and
“People only need to know one language” (see Table 1). 

Gender
A t-test was computed between questionnaire results of
male and female students (for other studies using t-tests in
the analysis of FL attitudes, see, e.g., Ravid, 1987, or
Samimy & Tabuse, 1992). Although the mean total score
for females was somewhat higher than the male score (F =
74.01, m = 71.63), there was no significant gender effect
found (t = –0.765; df = 157.3; p < .45). 

Separate t-tests were computed for the 32 items on the
attitude scale between girls and boys. For 28 of the items, no
significant difference was found. Four items were shown to
be significantly different when t-tests were computed. For

Part 2, item 3, “Spanish is my heritage language,” few males
or females agreed that Spanish was their heritage language,
but boys did score higher than girls (mean scores: m = 1.94,
F = 1.55), on a Likert scale ranging from 1 to 4 (t = 2.47; df
= 187.9; p < .014). These scores reflect the actual heritage of
the students. In Part 2, item 8, “I think that studying anoth-
er language is fun,” females scored significantly higher than
males (mean scores: m = 2.51, F = 3.12; t = –4.365; df =
202.4; p < .000). Similarly, girls scored higher than did boys
on item 9, “I thought that taking Spanish classes would be
an interesting thing to do.” On this item, neither gender
strongly agreed or disagreed; however, girls indicated more
positive answers than did boys (m = 2.43, F = 2.80; t =
–2.922; df = 200.9; p < .004). The last item that produced a
gender difference was “To live in the USA you only need to
speak English,” which appeared in the last section of the
questionnaire. On this item, both genders showed disagree-
ment. Girls demonstrated a high level of disagreement (F =

OUTCOMES FOR T-TESTS BY GENDER AND GRADE LEVEL

Items Gender Grade Level
Male Female 3 and 4 7 and 8

Talk to different people 3.34 3.42 3.26 3.57** 

Participate in other cultures 2.64 2.77 2.57 2.86*

More knowledgeable 3.16 2.98 2.89 3.34***

Spanish is my heritage language 1.94 1.55* 1.55 2.06**

I want to travel and use Spanish 2.79 2.90 2.46 3.38***

Can use Spanish around town 2.42 2.33 2.08 2.80***

Studying another language is fun 2.51 3.12*** 3.03 2.70*

Taking FL is interesting 2.43 2.80** 2.68 2.70

Community 1.98 2.08 2.19 1.79**

Parents encourage 2.88 2.76 2.52 3.29***

Help with homework 2.76 2.55 2.35 2.85*

Parents want me to study more 2.79 2.57 2.38 2.99**

Parents want me to continue 3.12 3.05 2.76 3.57***

FL is creative 2.88 3.02 2.80 3.18**

Job 3.15 2.89 2.77 3.30*

Schools should just teach English (1) 1.84 1.62 1.82 1.56*

English is the only language needed in the USA 2.76 3.24*** 2.86 2.98

Schools should just teach English (2) 3.18 3.40 3.46 3.21*  

*p < .05

**p > .01

***p > .001

Table 5
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1.79), while the boys disagreed only slightly (m = 2.25), t =
3.463; df = 202; p < .000 (see Table 5).

In a t-test computed between genders for integrative
motivation, girls scored somewhat, but insignificantly,
higher than boys (mean scores: F = 13.47, m = 12.97). On
the instrumental variable, there were no gender differences
found (mean scores: F = 16.66, m = 16.51). Both genders
scored higher on Instrumental motivation than on the
Integrative variable (see Table 2). 

Home Language
Separate t-tests were computed for the 32 items on the atti-
tude scale between home language 1 (students who spoke
only English at home) and home language 2 (students who
indicated speaking any non-English language at home). As
predicted, those students whose home language included
languages other than English scored higher, demonstrating
more positive attitudes, on every item on the attitude scale.
Those students who spoke only English at home (n = 111)
had an average total score of 71.14, whereas those students
whose home language included languages other than
English (n = 53) shared a mean score of 75.93 (t = –2.41;

df = 124.8; p < .017) (see Figure 1). Students at both
schools who spoke languages other than English at home
demonstrated higher attitude scores than did those stu-
dents whose reported home language was English (see
Table 3). 

Items for which there was significance at the .001 level
include: “Spanish is my heritage language” (t = –3.568; df
= 119.8; p < .001) and “I have relatives who speak Spanish
and I want to be able to talk to them” (t = –3.408; df =
122.7; p <.001). Items for which there was significance at
the .05 level include “I want to travel to places where
Spanish is spoken” (t = –2.103; df = 136.2; p < .037), “I
think that studying another language is fun” (t = -2.41; df
= 152.5; p < .017), “Speaking another language will help
me earn lots of money when I am older” (t = -2.215; df =
132.8; p < .028), and “Knowing English plus another lan-
guage can make a person more creative” (t = –2.538; df =
162.1; p < .012) (see Table 6).

Two t-tests comparing Integrative and Instrumental
variables were also computed between home language 1
(where only English was spoken) and home language 2
(where other languages in addition to English were used in

T-TEST OUTCOMES FOR SIGNIFICANT ITEMS BY SCHOOL AND HOME LANGUAGE

Items School Home Language
1 2 English Others

Knowledge 3.22 2.95* 3.06 3.10

Have to 2.20 2.95*** 2.63 2.64

Parents 2.38 2.69* 2.49 2.68

Heritage 1.98 1.59* 1.55 2.17***

Travel 3.18 2.59** 2.69 3.15*

Town 2.76 2.07*** 2.34 2.43

Fun 2.84 2.77 2.69 3.04*

Interest 2.78 2.48* 2.58 2.67

Relative 2.00 2.01 1.82 2.36***

Money 2.00 2.26* 2.05 2.34*

Parents encourage 3.10 2.61* 2.77 2.94

Continue 3.47 2.79** 3.06 3.14

Parental interest 2.90 2.45* 2.58 2.78

Important to speak another language 3.34 3.06* 3.12 3.32

FL is creative 3.10 2.83* 2.84 3.15*

p<.05* 

p>.01** 

p>.001***

Table 6
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the home). Those students who reported speaking English
at home scored lower on both measures (Integrative and
Instrumental) than students whose home language includ-
ed languages other than English. A Pearson Correlation
was calculated for parent involvement and total score. The
correlation was .776. Finally, a t-test was computed for
parental involvement between home language 1 and home
language 2. Mean scores are reported in Table 4 and dis-
played in Figure 2. 

Grade Level
A t-test was computed comparing total attitude scores by
grade level. Students in grades 3 and 4 (n = 69) had a mean
score of 67.30, whereas the average for seventh and eighth
graders (n = 69) was 73.30 (t = 2.92; df = 121.4; p < .002). 

Analysis of Variance was also used to examine grade
level data (for other examples of ANOVA use in research
concerning FL attitudes, see Gardner et al, 1989, or Svanes,

1988). The ANOVA table shows that the main effect for
schools was not significant, but there was a significant
effect for grade level (F = 15.44; df = 1, 131; p < .000).
Furthermore, the interaction was significant (F = 9.19; df =
1.131; p < .003). Attitudes in School 1 generally increased
by grade level, whereas attitudes decreased with grade level
in School 2 (see Table 7 and Figure 3).

ANOVA was used to compute a 2 x 2 Analysis of
Variance with students’ home language and grade level as
the main effects. The ANOVA table shows that the main
effect for home language was not significant, but there was
a significant effect for grade level (F = 5.06; df = 1,131; p <
.022). The interaction was not significant (see Figure 4).

ANOVA was also used for gender and grade level.
Again, the main effect for grade level was significant (F =
7.12; df = 1,131; p < .000). There was no interaction.

Schools
Various t-tests were used to compare each item on the atti-
tude scale by the two different schools. As predicted, the
attitudes of the students at School 1 were more positive
than those of the students at School 2 (mean scores: School
1 = 74.85, School 2 = 70.82; t = 1.931; df = 123.5; p <.048).
On the first item in Part 2, “I am studying another language
because I have to for school,” the students at School 1 dis-
agreed, while the students at School 2 agreed (mean scores:
School 1 = 2.20, School 2 = 2.95; t = –5.051; df = 168.3; p <
.001). The students at the second school also agreed with
the item “I am studying another language because my par-
ents wanted me to,” whereas the students at the first school
disagreed (mean scores: School 1 = 2.38, School 2 = 2.69; t
= –2.315; df = 177.9; p < .02). School 1 students scored sig-

nificantly higher on the following items:
Knowledge, Heritage, Travel, Town, Interest,
Parents encourage, Parents think I should contin-
ue, Parent Interest, Important to speak English
and another Language, and Creative (see Table 6).

Two t-tests were also computed for Integrative
and Instrumental motivations between the two
different school populations, with no significant
differences found. Both schools did score higher
on instrumental motivation (t = –0.343; df =
182.9; p < 0.732) than on the integrative scale (t =
.103; df = 170.5; p < 0 .918).

Discussion
Gender
While there seems to exist a belief among
Americans that girls have more positive attitudes
toward FL than do boys, the data from this study
do not support this belief. The gender results sup-
port those of Ravid (1987), who found — in a

TOTAL ATTITUDE SCORE BY GRADE BY SCHOOL
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TOTAL ATTITUDE SCORES BY SCHOOL
AND GRADE LEVEL

Grade School 1 School 2

3 60.22 69.11

4 70.38 73.96

5 70.09

7 80.10

8 78.73 69.471

Table 7
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study of attitudes toward Hebrew — no significant differ-
ences in the mean attitude scores of American boys and
girls, and contradict the findings of Koizumi (1993) and
Pritchard (1987). The mean attitude scores of girls and
boys in this study did not differ significantly. However, girls
in this study found FL classes to be more fun and more
interesting than did boys. 

Though gender differences could have been mitigated
by the home and school effects in this sample, this study’s
findings confirm those of a parallel quantitative study
where, in interviews, boys indicated that learning a FL was
“important, but boring,” or “very boring.” An eighth grade
boy from School 2 stated that, “It would be cool to talk to
other people, but I don’t want to go through the whole
process of learning it, ‘cause it’s boring” (Cortés, 2002).
These results are important if we are to encourage and sup-
port both genders in L2 acquisition. 

The findings point to future studies that examine what
types of curricula are currently being used in FLES class-
rooms and help determine which of these approaches to
language learning are appealing to both genders. Further
research is also necessary to investigate whether parallel
attitude scores occur predominantly at the elementary age
level or whether these positive attitudes remain constant as
girls and boys enter their teenage and adult years. 

Home Language
A second result of this study was the emergence of a home
language factor. Students who came from a household
where a nondominant language is spoken invariably scored
higher than students who spoke only English at home.
This finding confirms the stated hypotheses
and offers support to Massey (1994), who
suggests that the role that a language plays
in the students’ lives outside the FL class-
room can be a large influence on how
involved the student becomes in the learn-
ing process. This result also lends support
to Gardner (1979) and Zamir (1981), who
found that the sociocultural background of
the student plays a major role in the devel-
opment of attitudes toward FL study. This
finding has implications for FL teachers in
terms of offering extra support or encour-
agement to students who do not come from
bilingual homes.

Cortés (2002) also found that students
demonstrated interest in studying a lan-
guage that correlated with their family or
ethnic heritage. For example, African
American boys indicated the desire to study
Swahili, and Chinese American boys were
interested in Chinese. Future research

might investigate this home language factor as to whether
children’s positive attitudes toward FL study are correlated
with exposure to different languages, or whether there are
specific cultural or parental factors that influence students. 

School Site Difference
There are several possible explanations for the school effect
demonstrated by this study. The difference in attitudes
between the two schools may be due to the difference in
level of exposure to diversity. School 1, which demonstrat-
ed more positive attitudes, is located in a more ethnically
and linguistically diverse neighborhood than is School 2.
Such an explanation is plausible because exposure to
native language speakers has been correlated with positive
attitudes in FL students. The school attitude difference
could also be attributed to differing levels of support for
the FL programs. At School 1, the FL program and teach-
ers were supported and well liked by the administration,
the parents, and the students, but the FL program and
teacher at School 2 did not receive similar support. 

Recommendations for future research include con-
structing an index of school support for FL with data gath-
ered from parents and staff members at each school. Use of
such an instrument may provide a sense of what degree
support for FL (or lack of it) within a school setting influ-
ences students’ attitudes.

A third explanation for the difference in attitudes
between the two school sites could be differences in FL
teaching styles and practices. The FL teacher at School 1
used a very hands-on approach whereby students were
involved in activities such as singing, puppet shows, and
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games, whereas the teacher at School 2 used a more tradi-
tional grammar–translation approach to teaching Spanish.
She drilled the students on grammar points from work-
sheets and had frequent tests and quizzes. Through inter-
views and observation, the author found that upper-grade
students at School 1 appeared more enthusiastic with
regard to their FL classes than did those students at School
2 (2002). In fact, several students from School 2 expressed
dissatisfaction with their Spanish teacher and felt that their
FL experience would be enhanced with a new or different
teacher. 

In responses to interview questions, many students at
both schools mentioned the teacher as a key variable in
learning FL. Statements such as “FL is fun when the
teacher teaches stuff in a new or exciting way,” “If you have
a good teacher, then it can be fun and educational,” and
“boring or interesting, it depends on how the teacher teach-
es” were common, indicating that the teacher plays an
important role in formulating the students’ attitudes and
opinions regarding L2 learning. This finding aligns itself
with that of Massey (1994), who found that teaching meth-
ods may contribute to students’ attitudes toward FL. In
fact, Smith and Massey (1987) found that students’ atti-
tudes toward learning a FL could be greatly affected by
their teachers’ expectations and the curricula used in the
first few weeks of the course.

The school effect could be accounted for by one or a
combination of all three of the above explanations. Future
research is needed to further explore whether these kinds
of factors affect students’ attitudes toward FL.

The findings of this study provide information about
students’ attitudes and motivations in the FL classroom, as
well as implications for language pedagogy and adult sup-
port for young FL learners. If we believe FL learning offers
many benefits to society and the individual, then we need
to consider the attitudes of students in the FL classroom.
For example, understanding these attitudes may help FL
educators retain learners long enough for them to reach
high proficiency levels. And as we continue to see an
increased need for bilingual members of the workforce, it
will be crucial that we understand students’ motivations for
enrolling and continuing in FL programs. That is, to
increase the number of persons capable of communicating
effectively in languages other than English, we must orient
our language instruction toward students’ personal reasons
for learning foreign languages.
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Notes
1. Since the work of Gardner and his associates, other L2
researchers have advanced different attitude and motivation
models in addition to the instrumental and integrative models
discussed here. See, for example, Dornyei 1994 and Noels
2001.

2. Both schools required participation in FL study for all grades
with the exception of 7th and 8th grade students at School 1.
During the year of the study, 7th and 8th grade students at
School 1 were offered, for the first time, the option of continu-
ing the study of Spanish, switching to French, or discontinuing
FL study altogether. Thus, though some students were cur-
rently studying French and several students were not present-
ly studying any FL, they are included in the data sample, as all
of these students had experience in the FLES program.
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Appendix A.

Student Questionnaire
Gender: Male________ Female_________ School__________________________________
Grade:___________
What is your ethnic background? ______________________________________________
What languages do you speak? _________________________________________________
Which languages are spoken in your home? ______________________________________
Have you studied any other languages besides Spanish? Yes______ No______

If “No”, skip down to “Do you have...”
If you answered “yes”, please list the languages that you have 
studied: _________________________________________________________________
Where did you learn these languages? ________________________________________

Do you have friends or do you know anyone from another culture? (please specify) 
___________________________________________________________________________

What would you like to do when you grow up?____________________________________

Part 1
Please circle the number that indicates how well you agree with each of the statements below.

4 = strongly agree      3 = agree       2 = disagree      1 = strongly disagree

Example:
“Studying another language is important because...”

(0) I will then be able to watch and understand different TV stations.
4 (strongly agree) 3 (agree) 2 (disagree) 1 (strongly disagree)

“Studying another language is important because....”
(1) knowing another language will allow me to meet and talk with a lot of different people.

4   3   2   1
(2) knowing another language will allow me to be more comfortable with people that speak that language.

4   3   2   1
(3) if I know another language then I will be able to read literature (books, newspapers, stories) in that language.

4   3   2   1
(4) I will be able to participate in the activities of other cultural groups.

4   3 2   1
(5) knowing another language makes me a more knowledgeable person.

4   3   2   1
(6) I think it will be helpful in getting a job.

4   3   2   1
(7) other people will think I am smarter if I know another language.

4   3   2   1
Part 2

“I am studying another language because....”
(1) I have to for school.

4   3   2   1
(2) my parents wanted me to.

4   3   2   1
(3) Spanish is my heritage language (the language of my family).

4   3   2   1
(4) I want to travel to places where Spanish is spoken.

4   3   2   1
If you do want to travel and use your foreign language, to which places would you like to go? 
_________________________________________
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(5) I can use Spanish in my neighborhood and around town.
4   3   2   1

(6) I can use another language for practical reasons like ordering in a restaurant or at the store.
4   3   2   1

(7) Knowing a foreign language will help me in high school.
4   3   2   1

(8) I think that studying another language is fun.
4   3   2   1

(9) I thought that taking Spanish classes would be an interesting thing to do.
4   3   2   1

(10) I have friends who speak Spanish and I want to be able to talk to them.
4   3   2   1

(11) I have relatives who speak Spanish and I want to be able to talk to them.
4   3   2   1

(12) Speaking another language will help me earn lots of money when I am older.
4   3   2   1

(13) it will help me be accepted in my community.
4   3   2   1

Part 3
(1) My parents really encourage me to study Spanish.

4   3   2   1
(2) My parents try to help me with my Spanish homework.

4   3   2   1
(3) My parents think I should spend more time on studying Spanish.

4   3   2   1
(4) My parents think I should continue to study Spanish.

4   3   2   1
(5) My parents are very interested in anything that has to do with my Spanish class.

4   3   2   1

How well do you think you speak Spanish? (circle one)
very well      pretty well      not so well      poorly

How well do you think you are you doing in your Spanish class at school?
Very well      pretty well      not so well      poorly 

(1) It is important to be able to speak English and another language.
4   3   2   1

(2) To live in the USA you only need to speak English
4   3   2   1

(3) Knowing English plus another language can make a person more creative.
4   3   2   1

(4) Speaking two languages can help to get a job.
4   3   2   1

(5) It is not important to be able to write in another language.
4   3   2   1

(6) Schools should just teach in English.
4   3   2   1

(7) People only need to know one language.
4   3   2   1


