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ABSTRACT: The present study delves into the perceptions and opinions of first year university
students regarding their experiences in the teaching-learning process of a second language dur-
ing secondary education. Accordingly, the paper details a cross-sectional study carried out with a
sample of 1,729 students of the Faculty of Social Sciences and Law of Rey Juan Carlos University
in Madrid. The variables related to the methodology used by the teachers, exposure to the target
language, classroom activities and learning resources come under consideration as the factors that
influence the students’ linguistic competence in English. We used a questionnaire to collect the
data from the participants and a Likert scale to measure the variables concerning the methodology
used in the teaching of a foreign language. In order to study the possible correlations and their
intensity of independence, Kendall Tau-b, Kendall Tau-c and Gamma contrasts were conducted,
using the Statistical Package for the Social Sciences (SPSS) 25.0. The findings suggest a signi-
ficant positive correlation between the students’ perceived level of English proficiency, classroom
activities and the methodology used. The study revealed that the students’ perceived level of pro-
ficiency in spoken English was average, although they indicated that their level should have been
higher in light of the number of years spent studying it.
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Afecta la metodologia a la percepcién de los alumnos respecto a su nivel de inglés? Un
estudio de caso

RESUMEN: El proposito de este estudio es investigar las percepciones y opiniones de los estudiantes
universitarios de primer afio sobre sus experiencias en el proceso de ensefianza-aprendizaje de la segun-
da lengua durante la educacion secundaria.

El documento detalla un estudio transversal que analiza una muestra de 1,729 estudiantes de la Facultad
de Ciencias Sociales y Juridicas de la Universidad Rey Juan Carlos de Madrid.

Variables como la metodologia utilizada por los profesores, la exposicion a la lengua meta, las acti-
vidades en el aula y los recursos de aprendizaje son consideradas como factores que influyen en la
percepcion de su competencia lingiiistica en inglés. Se utilizo un cuestionario para recopilar datos de
los participantes y una escala tipo Likert para medir las variables relativas a la metodologia utilizada en
la ensefianza de inglés. Para estudiar las posibles correlaciones y su intensidad se han realizado contras-
tes de Independencia, Kendall Tau-b, Kendall Tau-c and Gamma por medio del programa estadistico
(SPSS) 25.0 (Statistical Package for the SocialSciences). Los resultados sugieren una correlacion posi-
tiva significativa entre el nivel de dominio del inglés percibido por los estudiantes, las actividades en el
aula y el método utilizado. El estudio revel6 que el nivel de competencia percibido por los estudiantes
en inglés hablado era intermedio, aunque creen que deberia ser mejor teniendo en cuenta el nimero de
afios que lo estudiaron.

Palabras clave: Percepcion, inglés, dominio del idioma, nivel, factores
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1. INTRODUCTION

Learning a foreign language is undoubtedly a complex task and, consequently, the
factors and specific characteristics which might influence language acquisition should not be
overlooked. The differences between individuals, together with the context and conditions
in which the learning takes place, are aspects frequently taken into consideration over the
course of the research conducted in the field of languages. According to different studies,
variables such as motivation, attitude, gender, age, cognitive style and social background,
among others, can have both positive and negative effects on the learning process and the
ability to communicate suitably (Al-Hosni, 2014; Block,2013; Gardner & Lambert, 1972;
Gardner, 1982; Tuan & Mai, 2015; Khattak, Abbasi, Jamshed & Baig, 2011; Marks, 2013;
Masgoret & Gardner, 2003; McKay, 2010; Munns, Zammit & Woodward, 2008; Muioz &
Tragant, 2001; Nikolaou, 2010; Oxford, 2011)

In Spain, English is the most commonly studied foreign language and it is a compulsory
subject at all educational levels, from primary education through to high school. However,
and despite the time needed to learn a second language, by the end of the secondary phase
of education, many students still have low levels of linguistic competence. This fact was
confirmed by the European Study of Linguistic Competence (MECD, 2012), which is the
only study to date that has provided information and a comparison of the solid data about the
foreign language level of European students at the end of compulsory secondary education.
In the mentioned study, Spain ranked 13th out of the 14 countries that participated in the
foreign language test and more than 70% of the students were in the Pre-Al, Al and A2
level of the Common European Framework of Reference for Languages in reference to the
three skills tested (Gonzalez, 2017; Vinuesa, 2016).

An issue that concerns teachers, policymakers and society in general is that Spanish
students do not attain an optimum level of linguistic competence in at least one foreign
language, after studying it for a minimum of twelve years, and this may be due to the use
of ineffective methods to develop the communicative aspects of the language. Many of the
questions that emerge from this reflection, such as whether it is necessary to spend time
in a country in which the language is spoken, whether the number of hours allocated to
the study of English at school is not enough and why students who study English over a
shorter period in other countries attain higher levels and better communication skills, do
not have easy answers; but perhaps the crux of the matter would be to effect changes in
the way that the lessons are taught in order to lead to a higher communicative command
of the language itself.

Since undertaking an analysis of all of the aforementioned variables would clearly be
impossible, this paper is aimed at investigating whether methodological aspects, such as the
level of exposure to the target language and the activities and learning materials used during
the schooling period prior to the commencement of university studies, may have influenced
the students’ insights into their foreign language communicative competence.

More research into this issue is required for with a view to understanding the students
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and teachers’ attitudes toward English teaching and learning but also to attempt to breaching
the gap between the students’ perceptions and the teachers’ preferences in relation to the
teaching instructions and learning strategies.

2. THEORETICAL BACKGROUND

The theoretical constructs underpinning the present study were: a) exposure to the tar-
get language, b) classroom activities and c) learning resources. The aforementioned factors
were deemed to influence English learning, as the purpose of the research conducted was
to have a better understanding of the students’ perceptions regarding their English learning
experiences and thereby to enable EFL teachers to adopt practical ways to improve their
students’ English proficiency.

2.1. Exposure to the target language

Although exposure can be explored from several angles, the present research focuses
solely on the length of time that the learners have been exposed to the target language in
the classroom environment. Exposure to language can be defined as the total amount of
time that an individual is in contact with a language in oral or written form, in formal or
informal situations in which the learner may have either an active or passive role (Magno,
de Carvalho, Lajom, Bunagan & Regodon, 2009).

According to the literature, exposure is undoubtedly a key ingredient in the learning of
any language. Previous studies have established that exposure to English gives the learner
the means to improve their ability to express themselves in the language and eventually
to become more proficient (Ellis, 2015; Ji, Zhang & Nisbett, 2004; Jia & Aaronson, 2003;
Kim & Margolis, 2000).

Those who are more exposed to English and who have frequent language exposure
acquire the language more easily (Gokcan & Cobanoglu Aktan, 2018).

Nonetheless, exposure to the target language is not the sole factor that accounts for
improvement. If the input received is not comprehensible or if the input received is not
noted and consciously registered, then said input does not become a form of intake for
language learning (Schmidt, 1990, 2001, 2010). For the learning of a second language to
take place, comprehensible input, comprehensible output and interactions are all crucial
(Sundqvist & Sylvén, 2016 in Lancaster, 2018). Without understanding, acquisition does not
occur (Krashen, 1985) and it is not the form that is important but the message that is being
transmitted. The learners must be exposed to the target language in a meaningful context
in order to acquire a broad knowledge of it. Once that level of understanding is achieved,
they will have acquired the grammar rules implicitly and, that being so, they will be able
to use the language to communicate.

Needless to say, not all of the inputs received in a foreign language become an intake.
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For communicative competence to be developed, the learners must have the opportunity
to put what they have learnt into practice. This production of the target language is what
Swain defined as “comprehensible output” (Swain, 1985, 1993, 2000), which is “a message
that is transmitted in a precise, appropriate and coherent way” (Swain, 1985: 249). For the
transmission of a message to take place, people need to interact with other individuals and
through said interaction, the learners are provided with the opportunity to master a new array
of social norms, attitudes and patterns that will equip them to become effective speakers
of the second language (Brown & Levinson, 1987; Chen, 1993; Levine, Baxter & McN-
ulty, 1987, Ortega & Madrid, 2009). Several studies that have examined the role of output
in L2 acquisition (Alobaid, 2017; Baleghizadeh & Arab, 2010; Kazemzadeh, 2013; Keck,
Iberri-Shea, Tracy-Ventura & Wa-Mbaleka, 2006; Muranoi 2007; Suzuki, Itagaki, Takagi &
Watanabe, 2009) have revealed the beneficial effects on the development of second language
productive proficiency.

2.2. Learning activities

As for the learning activities, research has revealed the importance of using classroom
activities — such as games, role plays, pair work or discussion — as active learning strategies
that present the students with hands-on experience to practice their communication skills.
Communicative classroom activities are beneficial in several ways since they facilitate learn-
ing by doing, as the students put into practice what they are learning while they learn it,
allowing for immediate feedback for the students, inducing a high degree of student interest
and enthusiasm (Huang & Hu, 2016; Moore, 2011).

Communicative activities are of paramount importance in assisting students with lan-
guage learning by adding appeal to what the students might not find interesting (Makewa,
Role & Tuguta, 2013). Spelling games, pair discussion, simulations or competitive games
imply meaningful communication, stimulate the students’ inner motivation, enhance the in-
terest of the class (Chou, 2014; Tuan, 2012) and provide learners with the room to practice
using language in context, thus resulting in the improvement of communicative competence
(Achmad & Yusuf, 2014; Alonso, 2014; Ellis, 2015; Talley & Hui-Ling, 2014;).

Additionally, more opportunities arise for the students to be involved in face-to-face
interactions and to reinforce their co-operative relationships. These activities will not only
improve the students’ social skills (Jacobs & Kline, 1996), but they may help those with a
lesser ability to learn from the learners who do not require as many instructions.

Previous studies focused on using interactive activities indicate their effectiveness in the
context of English teaching. Lu, Hou and Huang (2010), upon investigating the usefulness
of the student-centred teaching model using activities, such as pair work, discussion and
video-based role-plays, detected that they improved the students’ communicative language
abilities, especially their speaking abilities. Moreover, these types of activities have a con-
siderable impact on student motivation, vocabulary acquisition, speech fluency and accuracy
(Masmaliyeva, 2014; Ochoa, Cabrera, Quindnez, Castillo & Gonzalez, 2016 ; Wang, Shang
& Briody, 2011).
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2.3. Classroom resources

Last, but not least, in addition to all of the aforementioned factors that affect the stu-
dents’ perceived level of language proficiency, the role that the teaching materials play in
the language learning scenario must be taken into account.

Learning resources are of great importance in the English teaching process due to their
contribution to making language learning more effective. The teacher’s responsibility is to
ensure that the resources are appropriate, accessible, identifiable and relevant to the students’
learning needs (Waithaka, 1987).

In Spain, English textbooks are not only central to the teaching and learning process
but they are, regrettably, usually considered to be merely a teaching guide, influencing both
what is taught and how it is taught (Ortega & Madrid, 2009). The use of books affords ad-
vantages as well as disadvantages. Some of the advantages, which are frequently highlighted,
refer to books as providing a syllabus, furnishing the students with a kind of course road
map, saving the teacher time concerning finding and developing materials, including other
supporting materials, and allowing the teachers to better organise their instructions across
a given level. With reference to the limitations of textbook use, the content may not be
relevant or reflect the students’ interests. They have been created to teach specific teaching
points and consequently, they sometimes contain inauthentic language and, in many cases, the
content may not be appropriate for the level in question (Basturkmen, 2010; Graves, 2000).
As Garton & Graves (2014) pointed out, the content of the materials plays a significant
part in supporting language learning and for interactions to take place in the classroom, the
content of the material has to be connected to the students’ lives (Guerrettaz & Johnston,
2013; McGrath, 2002, 2013).

Technologies have transformed the available language learning materials and their
significance in the classroom (Macaro, Handley &Walter, 2012) and have not only put “the
possibilities of the adaptation and creation of a broad range of language-learning materials
into the hands of the teacher, but also into the hands of the learners” (Motteram, 2011; 304).
Why should teaching be limited solely to course books when there are countless technological
tools within reach, such as Web 2.0, Skype, social networking sites, podcasts, web-blogs,
digital audio and video, the internet, blogs and Wikipedia? Research points to the advantages
and benefits of using dynamic and communicative activities and, consequently, there is a
need for teachers to view the use of varied and authentic materials that meet the students’
needs and interests as paramount.

3. RESEARCH DESIGN

This study may be described as an attempt “to understand people’s perceptions, perspect-
ives and understandings of a particular situation or phenomenon” (Offredy & Vickers, 2010;
p. 100). The study was conducted through correlation research to predict and describe the
relationship between exposure to the target language, classroom activities, learning resources
and the students’ perceived level of English proficiency. The research goal entailed gaining
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knowledge of the experiences and perceptions of the participants, their English level and
delving into the relationships between the variables to discover the extent they affected one
another and how these variables may have given rise to the existing problem of the Spanish
students’ poor performance concerning spoken English.

3.1. Sample

The target population of the study consisted of the freshmen students enrolled in full-
time degree programmes at the Faculty of Social Sciences and Law at Rey Juan Carlos
University in Madrid.

The degrees taught in English were not included due to the diversity of the students
attending the courses. Many of the participants were from foreign countries, had studied
at English schools or their mother tongue was English. Neither was it taken into account
regarding the students doing online degrees, owing to their heterogeneity and because many
of them had not previously studied in the region.

To gather data for the study, a questionnaire was administered during the first semester
of the academic year 2013-2014 to the first year students in non-English degrees, cliciting
a total of 1,723 responses, corresponding to 48% of the total target population.

The respondents were not randomly selected. They had specific features or characteristics.
Namely, they had studied English during their primary and secondary stages of education
in schools in the region of Madrid, meaning that, on average, they had had twelve years
of instruction in the foreign language. These common characteristics permitted a detailed
description and exploration in this research study (Makewa, Role & Tuguta 2013).

3.2. Techniques and instruments used in data collection

Since a questionnaire or survey is perhaps the most widely used tool in educational
research, accordingly, the data in this study was obtained by means of the application of a
questionnaire with closed questions administered during the first semester of the academic
year 2013-2014. The research questions were divided into three different blocks.

The first block considered the issues related to the years that the participants had
spent learning the second language, whether they had received private tutoring, mainstream
lessons, if they had done courses abroad and their perceived level of English. With respect
to this block, we used quantitative variables and dichotomous questions that facilitated the
description of the sample and classification of the students.

The second block consisted of questions dealing with the methodology used by the
teachers. Each item was scored on a five-point Likert scale with the following numerical
values and corresponding statements: 1 = Never; 2 = Almost never; 3 = Sometimes; 4 =
Almost always; 5 = Always.

The third block was comprised of two questions dealing with the data collection re-
lated to the participants’ perception of their foreign language learning, to which they had
to answer affirmatively or negatively.
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Variables such as their social, economic and cultural aspects, gender, the level of edu-
cation of their parents and any extracurricular activities in English were not considered, as
it was deemed that the data gathered did not permit for the individual calculation of each
of the variables.

3.3. Data analysis: statistical methodology

Statistical analysis was performed using the Statistical Package for the Social Sciences
(SPSS) version 25.0.

An initial basic descriptive analysis of the variables, frequency tables, means and stand-
ard deviation was conducted. To ascertain whether there was a relationship of dependency
between the students’ perceived level of English proficiency - that is, if the participants
considered it to be good or bad - and the other variables of the questionnaire, the analysis
was carried out through contingency tables and the Chi square test of independence.

Furthermore, given that the variables were ordinal, it was also possible to analyse the
type of existing relationship between them — be they linear, positive or negative - by means
of Kendall Tau-b, Kendall Tau-c and Gamma contrasts.

The initial version of the questionnaire was validated by experts in the field and once
the data was collected, the Cronbach’s alpha value was calculated for the variables related
to the methodology used and of the perception to guarantee internal reliability. The reliab-
ility values obtained globally for this sample were considerably high (0.8). According to
the results of Cronbach’s alpha coefficient, the questionnaire is considered to be reliable.

4. RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

Firstly, a descriptive analysis of the students participating in the survey was carried out
in order to analyse their profile.

In total, 100% of the students had studied English during primary and secondary school
and 41% of the respondents had begun in preschool, signifying an average of over 12 years
studying the subject. In addition, 59% of the respondents had been tutored privately or had
additional support with an average duration of 2.72 hours per week, whilst 26% stated that
they had taken courses overseas.

To tackle issues concerning the methodology or the context of learning the English
language, the variables that appeared in Table 1 were taken into account. All of the vari-
ables were ordinal qualitative in nature and they were measured on a Likert scale with five
options: never, hardly ever, sometimes, most of the time and always.

First, the frequencies, means and standard deviations of the seven variables were cal-
culated. The results are as follows:
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Table 1. Frequencies and descriptive statistics for methodology variables

Never

Hardly
ever

Sometimes

Most of
the time

Always

Mean

St.
Deviation

The teacher
speaks in
English

8.26%

16.76%

33.53%

29.66%

11.78%

3.20

1.108

Possibility to
practice the
language in the
classroom

9.05%

21.34%

32.16%

22.16%

15.29%

3.13

1.180

The teacher
uses a textbook

2.71%

2.71%

6.43%

19.47%

68.67%

4.49

0.931

The teacher
uses other
materials

4.07%

8.20%

29.44%

31.92%

26.37%

3.68

1.074

The teacher
carries out
interesting
activities

9.84%

27.64%

41.78%

15.62%

5.13%

2.79

0.993

Activities
focused in order
to develop oral
skills

13.75%

31.40%

32.53%

15.29%

7.02%

2.70

1.101

The lessons are
dynamic and
communicative

9.69%

26.58%

38.98%

17.54%

7.21%

2.86

1.048

We cannot fail to note the high score of the variable “the teacher always uses a text-
book” with an average of 4.49 points out of 5 and with a standard deviation of 0.9. Close
to 90% of students claimed that they always, or most of the time, used a textbook in class,
as opposed to 60% who stated that they used other materials and tools in class apart from
books. The mean of this variable is lower; 3.68 with a standard deviation of 1.074.

Approximately 60% did not have the opportunity to practice the language on a regular
basis and they were also not exposed to the target language by the teacher. Both variables
have means of 3.13 and 3.2 respectively, with standard deviations of 1.18 and 1.108.
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In the last three questions, more than 70% of the students stated that the teacher did
not use interesting activities or those focused on developing oral skills, or that they did so
only occasionally. These three variables represent a lower average score with values between
2.79 and 2.86.

As for the participants’ perceived level of English proficiency, an initial analysis of
the variables showed that 45% deemed it to be good, but it should be noted that 83.8%
expressed the opinion that they should be more fluent in English after the relatively great
length of time spent learning it.

To analyse if there was a relationship of dependence between the students’ perceptions
of their level of English, in other words, if students believed that it was good or bad, in
addition to the other variables of the questionnaire, an analysis was performed using con-
tingency tables and independence contrasts by applying the Chi-square test.

The descriptive analysis demonstrates that the student’s perception of their level of
English is very different depending on the frequency with which they have been exposed to
the target language by the teacher. 73% of the students who never or hardly ever received
lessons in English considered that their level was not good, whereas this percentage dropped
to 39% in the case of those that were exposed always or most of the time to it.

The Chi-square test revealed that there was a significant relationship between the
student’s perception of their level of English and the fact that they received lessons in the
target language.

Table 2. Chi-square test to contrast the independence between the variables
" The teacher speaks English in the classroom and do you think your level of English is good?”

Asymptotic

Value gl Sig. (bilateral)
Pearson’s chi-squared test 137.048* 2 .000
Ratio of verisimilitude 139.729 2 .000
Linear-by-linear 133.194 1 000
association
No. of valid cases 1687
a. 0 boxes (.0%) have an expected frequency of less than 5. The minimum

expected frequency is 191.01.
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Table 3. Analysis of the consistency between the variables: “The teacher speaks English
in the classroom, and do you think your level of English is good?”

Asymmetric measures

Value Typ.asympt.* | Approximate® [ Approximate
error T Sig.
Ordinal-by-ordinal 178 021 7.872 .000
Kendall’s Tau-b .145 .018 7.872 .000
Kendall Tau-c¢ 440 .052 7.872 .000
Gamma
No. of valid cases 1706

a. Assuming the alternative hypothesis
b. Using typical asymptotic error based on the null hypothesis

In addition, given that the variables are ordinal, it was also possible to analyse the type
of existing relationship between them, be it linear, positive or negative. Considering that all
of the critical levels in the Kendall Tau-b, Kendall Tau-c and Gamma contrasts are lower
than 0.05, it can be said that the variables “the students’ perceived level of English” and
“the teacher speaks English during the lessons” are dependant. The statistical value was
positive, meaning that the greater the exposure to the language, the higher the perceived
level, whereas those that had not been exposed with the same frequency believed their level
was unsatisfactory.

Another variable is the classroom activities, which was significantly correlated with
English proficiency. The students’ perceived level of English, as proven by the Chi-square
contrast, depends on whether the activities used were, never, hardly ever, sometimes, always
or almost always designed to develop oral skills. Almost 67% of the students who never or
hardly ever took part in activities designed to develop oral skills expressed the opinion that
their level was substandard, in addition to indicating that they did not have the possibility
to practise what they were learning. An identical percentage of students who always or
almost always took part in communicative activities were of the view that they had a good
level of English. The more communicative the activities, the higher they rated their own
English proficiency. This implies that for the learners to be proficient in English, they need
to practice spoken English on a regular basis (Makewa, Role & Tuguta, 2013).
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Table 4. Chi-square test to contrast the independence between the variables. ‘Do you think your
level of English is good?’ and ‘Were the class activities focused on developing oral skills?’

Chi-square tests
Value el Siz.s{;illl:t(:ri:l)
Pearson’s Chi-square test 117.084° 2 .000
Ratio of verisimilitude 118.504 2 .000
Linear-by-linear association 115.361 1 .000
No. of valid cases 1677

a. 0 boxes (.0%) have an expected frequency of less than 5. The minimum expected
frequency is 168.83.

Finally, the contingency table that compares the students’ perception of how fluent they
are also provides significant statistics. Although all of the participants believed that they
ought to be able to speak English more fluently, those that did not take part in the activities
designed to develop communication skills were slightly more aware of that. The Chi-square
contrast concludes that in this case, both variables have a relationship of dependence.

Table 5. Chi-square test to contrast the independence of the variables “fluency in English
after the number of years of study and class activities focused on developing oral skills”.

Chi-square tests
Asymptotic Sig.
Value el (bilateral)
Pearson’s Chi-square test 15.1932 2 .001
Ratio of verisimilitude 14.236 2 .001
Linear-by-linear 9.969 1 002
association
No. of valid cases 1672

a. 0 boxes (.0%) have an expected frequency of less than 5. The minimum
expected frequency is 59.69.
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5. CONCLUSION

This study looked at the first year university students’ perception of their English level
proficiency once they had finished secondary school and started their university studies. The
research was accomplished using self-evaluation instruments to measure the students’ per-
ceived level of English; the results are based on the students’ own report of the previously
mentioned variables. In consequence, relying on just what students believe, regarding how
they learnt the target language, may not be enough and this can be taken into account as
a limitation.

Through the research questions, we tried to find a correlation between the methodology
used during the English lessons and the students perceived level. In line with previous studies
(Coskun, 2016; Feng, 2013; Gokcan & Cobanoglu Aktan, 2018, 2019; Gudo, 2015; Huang
& Hu, 2016; Makewa, Role & Tuguta, 2013), our findings reveal that overall, exposure to
the language, classroom activities and learning materials have an impact on the students’
perceived level in the foreign language.

First, the students’ perceived level of proficiency in spoken English was average, but
in general, many of the respondents believed that they should have a better command of the
language after having studied it for an average period spanning twelve years.

The factors such as being exposed to the target language or communicative activities
have influenced their perception and they blame their lack of fluency on the very few oc-
casions that they were presented with the opportunity to practice what they were learning.
The more that they were exposed to the language, the better that they considered their level
to be, whereas those that had not been exposed with the same frequency believed that their
level was unsatisfactory. Exposure enables the learner to grasp the sounds of the language,
thereby improving their pronunciation and their ability to express themselves in the English
language, to allow them to eventually become more proficient. In a similar manner, the re-
lationship between classroom activities and perceived level was also significant, since those
that were not involved in dynamic activities were focused on developing language skills and
had a higher awareness of their low performance. The more communicative the activities,
the higher they rated their own English proficiency. This implied that for the learners to be
proficient in English, they need to practice the language on a regular basis (Makewa, Role
& Tuguta, 2013).

Based on the results obtained after analysing the variables and despite this study being
constructed based on the opinions and beliefs expressed by the participants, it would be
advisable to adapt, as much as possible, the teaching practices to the interests and real needs
of the students. This might have a positive impact on the teaching-learning process of a
foreign language and might contribute to ensuring the better development of the students’
linguistic competence.
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