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Abstract: Learning English as a foreign language (EFL) entails different factors. 

Language learners use different strategies in order to make their language 

acquisition successful. Motivation and self-regulated learning are other factors that 

influence how successful the EFL learner is. This paper aims to analyze the beliefs 

of upper secondary students in a Swedish school about learning EFL, as well as 

how their beliefs relate to what is specified in the Swedish curriculum. An analysis 

of the differences between students’ beliefs and what is stated in the curriculum 

was done. A survey was conducted on a total of 54 students who were enrolled in 

the social sciences program. The results showed that students believed that 

motivation and self-regulated learning were important factors for a successful 

learning. For them, the language skill of reception is more important than 

production, which does not correspond with what it is stated in the national 

curriculum. First and second year students’ beliefs were similar in most of the 

cases, but not all of them. 

 

Keywords: EFL students’ beliefs, foreign language acquisition, English in the 

Swedish curriculum, language learning success, the good language learner, 

motivation, self-regulation. 
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1. Introduction 

In Sweden, the number of people who speak English is high compared to other countries 

where English is a foreign language. According to the EF English Proficiency Index (2015), 

Sweden is the country with the highest level of English proficiency in the world. English is 

one of the compulsory subjects in Swedish upper secondary schools. Moreover, according to 

the Swedish National Agency for Education ‘Skolverket’, the education of EFL in Swedish 

schools aims at "helping students to develop knowledge of language and the surrounding 

world so that they have the ability, desire and confidence to use English in different situations 

and for different purposes" (Skolverket, 2011, p. 1). In addition, students should be given the 

opportunity to develop all-round communicative skills (p. 1). 

However, in order to be a successful English learner - or a ‘good language learner’, 

there is more to take into account than developing language knowledge. Rubin (1975, pp. 45-

48) presents different strategies that ‘good language learners’ use in order to help less 

successful learners to be more successful at language learning. Ellis (2004, p. 525) describes 

the difference between successful and less successful learners as ‘individual differences’ in 

second language learning. Motivation is one of the common factors when it comes to 

successful language learning (Rubin, 1975, p. 42). Another aspect to consider when 

developing language learning and proficiency is self-regulation, i.e. a process whereby 

learners take control over their own learning by setting goals and supervising their own 

understanding, motivation and behavior (Pintrich, 2000, p. 453).  

Considering that successful language learners have the motivation to develop their 

English knowledge and use strategies such as self-regulation, there might be learners that do 

not know what it takes to be successful in learning English. Not only learners, but teachers in 

Swedish schools might not know what is important for the students when it comes to learning 

English. For this reason, this study is meant to analyze and discuss the beliefs and opinions of 
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upper secondary students about EFL learning. The aims of this paper are, hence, formulated 

into the following research questions: 

 What do first and second year upper secondary social science students believe about 

learning English as a Foreign Language? 

 How do students’ beliefs relate to what is specified in the Swedish curriculum? 

 

In the following section, previous research about second language learning and proficiency is 

presented, as well as the role of motivation and self-regulation in the classroom. The section 

also presents the goals for learning English according to the Swedish curriculum. 

 

 

2. Theoretical Background 

2.1. Second language learning 

2.1.1. The ‘Good Language Learner’ 

When learning a second language, there are people who are more successful than others 

according to Rubin (1975, p. 41). Furthermore, “[t]his differential success is often explained 

by saying that ‘X has more language learning ability than Y’” (p. 41). In other words, there 

are students that are successful, or ‘good language learners’, and there are students that are 

less successful in their learning process.  

According to Rubin, successful language learning depends on three variables: aptitude, 

motivation and opportunity (p.42). Language aptitude can, to some extent, be improved 

through training and it can be tested in different ways. However, the tests that aim to predict 

language success are more suitable for the proficient student than the less proficient one. 

Furthermore, aptitude tests are not suitable for students who want to improve their learning 

because they do not give precise information about “the kind of habits a learner will need to 

develop” (p. 42). However, later studies have shown that there is  
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The second variable, motivation, is important for language learning. ‘Good language 

learners’ will always be motivated to communicate in the foreign language whether they are 

at school, in the street or where the foreign language is spoken (p. 43). The third variable, 

opportunity, covers all the activities that learners do in order to give them the opportunity to 

train and develop what they have learned. Proficient learners, or ‘good language learners’, 

will search for opportunities to develop what they have learned, while less proficient learners 

do only what they are told to do. Given these three variables, the successful language learner 

has or creates all of them, while the less successful learner does not (p. 44). 

For this reason, Rubin (1975) mentions seven strategies that ‘good language learners’ 

use. These strategies are meant to help less successful learners to improve their language 

learning (pp. 45-48). The main strategies that ‘good language learners’ use are the willingness 

to guess and make mistakes. Also, they use knowledge to get their message across and they 

are “constantly looking for patterns in the language” (p. 47). Furthermore, they monitor their 

own and the speech of others and they can learn from their own mistakes. 

 The expression ‘good language learners’ is, however, an expression that was more 

commonly used before because in more recent research, other expressions are used. This is 

supported by Horowitz (as cited in Ellis, 2004), who argues that “earlier they (learners) were 

seen in absolute terms, as either innately endowed with or lacking in language learning skills” 

(p. 525) and “in more recent research they are characterized in more relative terms, as 

possessing different kinds of abilities and predispositions that influence learning in complex 

ways” (p. 525). Furthermore, Horowitz (as cited in Ellis, 2004) argues that “[t]he terms good 

and bad, intelligent and dull, motivated and unmotivated have given way to a myriad of 

new terms such as integratively and instrumentally motivated, anxious and comfortable, 

field independent and field sensitive, auditory and visual” (p. 525). 



 

4 
 

The following section will bring up the possible factors that make learners motivated, 

i.e. motivational components, as well as the connection there is between motivation and 

language learning success. 

 

2.1.2. Motivation in L2 learning 

Dörnyei (2001, p. 7) says that motivation is responsible for a person’s choice of a particular 

action and for the effort expended on it and the persistence with it. Therefore "motivation 

explains why people decide to do something, how hard they are going to pursue it and how 

long they are willing to sustain the activity" (Dörnyei, 2001, p. 7). In an educational context, 

L2 motivation can be conceptualized in terms of three levels: The Language Level, the 

Learner Level and the Learning Situation Level (Dörnyei, 1994, p. 279). These components 

give possible reasons for what makes learners of a second language motivated. 

In the first mentioned component, the Language Level, the focus is on the social 

dimension of L2 motivation. In other words, it covers the positive disposition that learners 

have towards the L2 community, such as the aspiration of being similar to it or of interacting 

with this community. Moreover, the Language Level also covers the possible pragmatic 

advantages of L2 proficiency that learners may have, such as getting a better job or salary (p. 

274). 

The Learner Level involves “a complex of affects and cognitions that form fairly stable 

personality traits” (p. 279) and it also includes individual aspects that the learner transfers to 

the learning process (Dörnyei, 2001, p. 19). At this level, two motivational processes can be 

distinguished: the need for achievement and self-confidence (Dörnyei, 1994, p. 279). 

The third component, which is the Learning Situation Level, is related to specific 

learning situations within the classroom and it focuses on three areas (pp. 277-279):  
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 Course-specific motivational components, which contain motivational factors 

such as the learner’s interest in his own self and his own environment; and the 

relevance of the course content or method to the learner’s personal needs, values 

or goals. Also, the learner’s expectation of success and the satisfaction of getting 

rewards for his performance are factors that increase the learner’s motivation. 

 Teacher specific motivational components, which involve aspects such as the 

learner’s need for to please the teacher and get the teacher’s approval. Another 

factor that increases the learner’s motivation is letting the learner make decisions 

and establish priorities together with the teacher. Moreover, the teacher’s 

actively developing and stimulating of the learner’s motivation is one essential 

factor for the learner’s increasing motivation. 

 Group-specific motivational components contain motivational aspects such as 

reaching a group goal or getting a reward for the group’s performance. There are 

also components such as the relationship the members of the group have and 

how well they are connected to each other or how much they are willing to 

cooperate to achieve the group’s goal and success. In the classroom, students 

can work against each other, work with each other or work by themselves in 

order to reach a goal. 

According to a study done by Oroujlou and Vahedi (2011, p. 998), motivation, as well as 

attitudes, influence the efficiency of learners in language learning. Moreover, there is a 

connection between motivation and attitudes. This connection is supported by Brown (2000) 

who claims that “second language learners benefit from positive attitude and that negative 

attitude may lead to decreased motivation and, in all likelihood, because of decreased input 

and interaction, to unsuccessful attainment of proficiency” (p. 181).  
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In Swedish schools, motivation is one of the key components to successful learning. 

According to the Swedish curriculum, teachers should reinforce each student's willingness 

and ability to learn (Skolverket, 2013, p. 9). A study by Sundqvist and Sylvén (2014) 

conducted in four Swedish primary schools showed that those who played games frequently 

thought that English was more interesting than those who did not play that much or not at all. 

In other words, the gamers were more motivated than the non-gamers or the moderate gamers 

(p. 13). Another study showed that 70% of the students engaged in the study actually feel 

English is fun to learn (Giota, 1995, p. 314). Even if motivation varies from person to person, 

motivation seems to decrease with age according to a study conducted on primary school 

students (Henry, 2009, p. 184).   

Besides motivation, there are other factors that are essential in the learning process. The 

following part will bring up self-regulated learning and how learners carry out their 

independent learning. 

 

2.1.3. Self-regulation 

Self-regulated learning can be defined as active processes where the learners set goals for 

their own learning and then they attempt to “monitor, regulate and control their cognition, 

motivation, and behavior, guided and constrained by their goals and the contextual features in 

the environment” (Pintrich, 2000, p. 453).  

According to Boekaerts and Niemivirta (2000, p. 417), from a traditional view, it is the 

teacher who has the authority in the classroom and students depend on their teachers for the 

acquisition of knowledge. It is the teacher who has all the responsibility to motivate them, to 

provide them with relevant learning material, and to tell them how knowledge is going to be 

acquired. In other words, the teacher controls and decides everything. This traditional way of 

learning “leads to a situation in which students lack sufficient opportunity to organize and 
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regulate their own learning” (Boekaerts & Niemivirta, 2000, p. 417). Hence, students should 

be given the opportunity to develop their self-regulatory skills (p. 417).  

According to Pintrich (2000), self-regulation can be classified into four phases (p. 454-

455). The first one is forethought, planning and activation, which implies planning and 

setting one’s own goals. The second phase is monitoring, which involves various monitoring 

processes of cognition and an awareness of different aspects of the self or task and context. 

The third phase is control, which implies the selection and adaptation of different strategies 

for learning, thinking and for managing motivation and affect. The fourth phase is reaction 

and reflection, which represents different kinds of reactions and reflections on the self and the 

task or context. 

 

2.2. Goals for English in the Swedish curriculum 

The present Swedish curriculum for upper secondary school is a document where a number of 

frameworks and guidelines for how education is to be provided and assessed is set up by the 

National Agency for Education. "The National Agency for Education is the central 

administrative authority for the public school system, publicly organized preschooling, 

school-age childcare and for adult education" (Skolverket 2011a). 

Regarding the learning of English according to the national curriculum, students should 

be given the opportunity to develop all-round communicative skills such as reception, 

production and interaction. Reception means understanding spoken language and texts. 

Production and interaction mean expressing oneself and interacting with others in speech and 

writing (Skolverket, 2011b, p. 1). Students should also be given the chance to develop their 

ability to use different language strategies in different contexts and the ability to discuss 

different social issues and cultural features where English is used (p. 2). Students should also 
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develop their awareness of how English is learned through and outside teaching contexts (p. 

1). 

In the more general guidelines of the curriculum (Skolverket, 2013), which applies to all 

the courses, including English, it is stated that: 

 students should get the opportunity to reflect over their experiences and apply their 

knowledge (p. 6). 

 a positive attitude should be created to learning (p. 7). 

Furthermore, the curriculum displays the importance of self-awareness and self-regulation in 

the process of learning: 

 students should gradually receive more and increasingly independent tasks to perform, 

as well as take greater personal responsibility (p. 10). 

 students should get the chance to actively exercise influence over their education (p. 

11). 

 all students should have real influence over working methods, forms and the content 

of education (p. 11). 

 students should get the chance to develop their self-knowledge and the ability to plan 

their studies (p. 12). 

The curriculum presents different knowledge requirements for the different courses, or levels, 

of English, e.g. English 5, English 6 and English 7. Each course explains what it is required to 

master in order to get the grades E, D, C, B and A, where A is the highest grade and E is the 

lowest passing grade (Skolverket, 2011b, pp. 4-6, 8-10, 12-14). In order to pass the English 5 

course with the lowest grade E, the students need to achieve the following requirements: 

Pupils can understand the main content and basic details of English […]. Students show 

their understanding by in basic terms giving an account of, discussing and commenting 

on content and details, and with acceptable results act on the basis of the message and 
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instructions in the content. […] Students can choose and with some certainty use 

strategies to assimilate and evaluate the content of spoken and written English. […] In 

oral and written communications of various genres, students can express themselves in 

relatively varied ways, relatively clearly and relatively coherently. Students can express 

themselves with some fluency and to some extent adapted to purpose, recipient and 

situation. Students work on and make improvements to their own communications. […] 

In oral and written interaction in various, and more formal contexts, students can 

express themselves clearly and with some fluency and some adaptation to purpose, 

recipient and situation. In addition, students can choose and use essentially functional 

strategies which to some extent solve problems and improve their interaction. […] 

Students discuss in basic terms some features in different contexts and parts of the 

world where English is used, and can also make simple comparisons with their own 

experiences and knowledge (Skolverket, 2011b, p. 4) 

 

3. Material and Method 

In order to investigate students' beliefs about successful EFL learning, this paper adapted and 

changed the Beliefs About Language Learning Inventory (BALLI) survey (Horowitz, 1988) 

into a new one called The beliefs about English learning survey (see appendix). This change 

was made in order to make the statements better suit the purpose of the present study. The 

survey consisted of 26 statements where the participants were asked to mark their level of 

agreement with each statement. 

One public school in the south of Sweden was chosen for this study. The survey was 

conducted on and answered by a total of 54 upper secondary school students, where 26 

students were from first year and 28 from second. All the students were enrolled in the same 

education program, the social sciences program. Moreover, the survey was filled out at school 
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during a lesson, where the teacher asked the students to participate, explaining what the 

survey was for. The students participated voluntarily. 

Later, the data obtained from the survey were analyzed manually. Before starting the 

analysis, and in order to simplify the whole process, each statement in the survey was 

assigned the letter Q followed by their respective number, e.g. the first statement was 

assigned Q1, the second Q2, the third Q3, etc. Also, each level of agreement was assigned a 

number (1-5) which represented a category. In total, there were six categories: 1, 2, 3, 4, 5, 

and other. The category other was added to the five levels of agreement because there were 

some statements that had no answer or had more than one answer.  

Next, the results were divided in two groups: first year students’ results and second year 

students’ results. The same procedure was done separately for each group. First, the frequency 

of each category per statement was counted manually. The results were then organized in a 

table format. Finally, the results for the first year and second year questionnaires were 

counted together and summarized in a new table. 

Besides this, when analyzing the results more in detail, and in order to answer the 

research questions, all the statements (Q1-Q26) were classified into four different categories:  

1. Beliefs about learning English, which consisted of the statements Q1, Q2, Q3, 

Q4, Q5, Q6, Q7, Q8, Q9, Q10, Q11, Q12, Q19 and Q20. 

2. Beliefs about motivation, which consisted of Q13, Q14, Q15, Q16, Q17 and 

Q18. 

3. Beliefs about self-regulation and self-awareness, which consisted of Q21, Q22 

and Q23. 

4. Beliefs about the curriculum, which consisted of Q24, Q25 and Q26 

In the following section, the results of the survey will be presented and these four 

categories will be the starting point of the analysis. 
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4. Results 

4.1. Beliefs about learning English 

This category concerns what the students’ beliefs about learning English are, focusing on the 

three language skills (reception, production and interaction). It also involves the different 

factors that influence the acquisition of EFL and the methods used to become a successful 

language learner. For the detailed results of the students’ beliefs see Table 1. 

Table 1: Beliefs about learning English for all students 

 

 

 

 
Beliefs 

 
Strongly 
agree Agree Neutral Disagree 

Strongly 
disagree 

No 
answer 

1. Some people have a special 
ability for learning foreign 
languages like English. 
 

26% 44% 30% 0% 0% 0% 

2. It is easier for someone who 
already speaks a foreign 
language to learn another one. 
 

9% 39% 28% 19% 2% 4% 

3. It is more important to speak 
than understand English. 
 

2% 2% 43% 41% 11% 2% 

4. It is important to speak 
English with an excellent 
pronunciation. 
 

0% 19% 22% 46% 13% 0% 

8. It is OK to guess, if you 
don’t know a word in English. 
 

33% 52% 11% 4% 0% 0% 

10. It is more important to write 
than speak English. 
 

2% 6% 41% 43% 9% 0% 

11. Communicating and 
interacting with other people in 
English is important. 
 

24% 57% 19% 0% 0% 0% 

12. It is important to repeat 
and practice a lot. 
 

35% 48% 13% 0% 0% 4% 

19. If you don't know a word, 
you should use strategies to 
get people to understand you 
anyway. 
 

37% 52% 9% 0% 2% 0% 

20. It is OK to make mistakes 
when learning English. 
 

61% 28% 7% 4% 0% 0% 
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Most students disagreed with the statement that it is more important to speak 

(production) than understand English (reception). Moreover, most of the students believed 

that communicating and interacting with other people in English is important.  

Regarding the acquisition of EFL, the results showed that most of the students agreed 

with the statement that some people have a special ability for learning foreign languages like 

English. Most students believed that it is easier for someone who already speaks a foreign 

language to learn another one.  

The majority of the students did not think that it is important to speak English with an 

excellent pronunciation. In this case, there were no first year students that agreed with this 

point at all. However, 36% of the second year students agreed with this, even if most of them 

disagreed (see Table 2). Furthermore, the majority of all the students thought that it is OK to 

make mistakes when learning English. They also believed that it is OK to guess when not 

knowing a word in English. In fact, a total of 52% agreed with that statement and 33% 

strongly agreed. Hence, using strategies when not knowing a word was something that more 

than half of the students agreed with. Furthermore, it is essential for the students to repeat and 

practice a lot when learning English. In fact, no students disagreed with this statement.  

 

Table 2: Beliefs about the statement “it is important to speak English with an excellent 

pronunciation” 

Study year 

 
Strongly 
agree Agree Neutral Disagree 

Strongly 
disagree 

No 
answer 

First year students 
 

0% 0% 27% 46% 27% 0% 

Second year students 
 

0% 36% 18% 46% 0% 0% 
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4.2. Beliefs about motivation 

Of all the students that participated in this study, 76% agreed with wanting to learn to speak 

English very well and only 4% disagreed (see Table 3). Moreover, most of the students 

believed that they need to feel motivated to learn English. Furthermore, 41% of the students 

were neutral with the statement “If you don’t like English, you will not be good at it” and 

30% agreed. First year students showed the same trend, being more on the neutral side. 

However, second year students were more on the agree-side than the neutral side (see Table 

4). 

Table 3: Beliefs about motivation for all students 

 

  

Beliefs 

 
Strongly 
agree Agree Neutral Disagree 

Strongly 
disagree 

No 
answer 

13. I want to learn to speak 
English very well. 
 

76% 17% 4% 4% 0% 0% 

14. If I learn English very 
well, I will have better 
opportunities for a good job. 
 

52% 35% 11% 2% 0% 0% 

15. I would like to learn 
English so I can have 
English-speaking friends. 
 

26% 28% 35% 11% 0% 0% 

16. To learn English, I need 
to feel motivated. 
 

28% 44% 22% 4% 2% 0% 

17. If you don't like English, 
you will not be good at it. 
 

9% 30% 41% 13% 7% 0% 

18. It is important to have a 
purpose or goal when 
learning English. 
 

7% 39% 39% 11% 4% 0% 
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Table 4: Beliefs about the statement “if you don’t like English, you will not be good at it” 

Study year 

 
Strongly 
agree Agree Neutral Disagree 

Strongly 
disagree 

No 
answer 

First year students 
 

8% 27% 42% 8% 15% 0% 

Second year students 
 

11% 32% 39% 18% 0% 0% 

 

Many of both years’ students believed that they will have better opportunities for a good 

job if they learn English very well (see Table 3 above). On the other hand, more than half of 

the students believed that they would like to learn English so they can have English-speaking 

friends. The second year students were more positive to this statement, while the percentage 

of those who agreed and were neutral in first year was the same (see Table 5). Furthermore, 

most of the students thought that it is important to have a purpose or goal when learning 

English. 

 

Table 5: Beliefs about the statement “I would like to learn English so I can have English-

speaking friends” 

Study year 

 
Strongly 
agree Agree Neutral Disagree 

Strongly 
disagree 

No 
answer 

First year students 
 

19% 27% 46% 8% 0% 0% 

Second year students 
 

32% 29% 25% 14% 0% 0% 

 

4.3. Beliefs about self-regulation and self-awareness  

Regarding self-assessed and self-regulated learning, most of the students were positive to the 

statement that in order to be good at English, learners should think about their own learning 

and progress (see Table 6). Half of the students expressed that they like to plan their own 

learning and have responsibility for it. However, when analyzing the two years separately (see 



 

15 
 

Table 7), the results showed that second year students were more neutral to this statement. 

The answers of the first year students, on the other hand, indicated that they were more 

positive to this statement than second year students. Furthermore, the majority of all the 

students believed that it is good to learn English by themselves inside and outside of school.  

 

Table 6: Beliefs about self-regulation and self-awareness for all students 

Beliefs 

 
Strongly 
agree Agree Neutral Disagree 

Strongly 
disagree 

No 
answer 

21. It is good to learn English 
by myself inside and outside of 
school. 
 

46% 43% 7% 4% 0% 0% 

22. I like to plan my own 
learning and have 
responsibility for it. 
 

15% 35% 41% 9% 0% 0% 

23. In order to be good at 
English, you should think 
about your own learning and 
progress. 
 

26% 50% 20% 2% 0% 2% 

 

 

Table 7: Beliefs about the statement “I like to plan my own learning and have responsibility 

for it” 

Study year  

 
Strongly 
agree Agree Neutral Disagree 

Strongly 
disagree 

No 
answer 

First year students 
 

15% 46% 31% 8% 0% 0% 

Second year students 
 

14% 25% 50% 11% 0% 0% 
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4.4. Beliefs about the curriculum 

The results (see Table 8) showed that 41% of the students understand the curriculum and the 

grade requirements while 37% do not. Moreover, there is a notable difference between the 

two years (see Table 9). Most of the second year students reported that they did not 

understand the curriculum, while most of the first year students reported that they did 

understand the curriculum. 

 

Table 8: Beliefs about the curriculum for all students 

Beliefs 

 
Strongly 
agree Agree Neutral Disagree 

Strongly 
disagree 

No 
answer 

24. I understand the 
curriculum and the grade 
requirements. 
 

11% 30% 22% 26% 11% 0% 

25. The curriculum is 
followed in my English class. 
 

9% 28% 44% 9% 7% 2% 

26. The grade requirements 
are helpful for me when I 
want to know how good at 
English I am. 
 

6% 33% 28% 17% 17% 0% 

 

 

Table 9: Beliefs about the statement “I understand the curriculum and the grade 

requirements” 

 

With the statement “the curriculum is followed in my English class”, most of the 

students were neutral. However, there was a considerable difference between first and second 

year students regarding this statement (see Table 10). In fact, most of the first year students 

Study year 

 
Strongly 
agree Agree Neutral Disagree 

Strongly 
disagree 

No 
answer 

First year students 
 

15% 35% 23% 23% 4% 0% 

Second year students 
 

7% 25% 21% 29% 18% 0% 
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reported that they believed the curriculum was followed in their English class while, for the 

second year students, this was not the case. Most of the second year students answered 

“neutral” (57%) to this statement and a total of 21% disagreed, which is more than those who 

agreed. 

Table 10: Beliefs about the statement “the curriculum is followed in my English class” 

 

Regarding how helpful the grade requirements are for the students when they want to 

know how good at English they are, the results were quite even but there were more students 

that believed that they were helpful. In fact, 39% of the students believed that the grade 

requirements were helpful, while 34% believed that they were not helpful. 

 

4.5. Discussion 

To begin with, it can be said that, when it comes to being a successful English learner, what is 

stated in the Swedish curriculum and the views of the students coincide in some aspects with 

each other, but not in all aspects. The students disagreed with the statement “it is more 

important to speak than to understand English”, which means that they believed that 

understanding English is more important than speaking it. According to the curriculum, 

students are expected to develop all-rounded communicative skills such as reception, 

production and interaction. These skills are equally important as they complement each other. 

Nevertheless, students do not agree with this because for them, reception (understanding) is 

more important than production (speaking). The students also believed that communicating 

Beliefs 

 
Strongly 
agree Agree Neutral Disagree 

Strongly 
disagree 

No 
answer 

First year students 
 

15% 42% 31% 12% 0% 0% 

Second year students 
 

4% 14% 57% 7% 14% 4% 
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and interacting with other people in English (interaction) is important, which, according to the 

curriculum, is an essential skill to master when learning English. 

There was an interesting difference between first and second year students’ beliefs 

about the importance of speaking English with excellent pronunciation. No first year student 

agreed with this statement while 36% of the second year students who agreed that it was 

important, even if the other 64% did not. The curriculum does not emphasize pronunciation as 

a goal to reach, but regards all skills (all-round communicative skills) as equally important. 

There could be a number of reasons for the difference in attitude towards the importance of 

correct pronunciation, and further research is needed to examine the reasons for their beliefs. 

Furthermore, the students believed that “if you don't know a word, you should use 

strategies to get people to understand you anyway”. This is in line with the goals of the 

curriculum which points out the importance of using strategies when communicating in the 

foreign language. 

Moreover, most of the students were neutral to the statement “if you do not like English, 

you will not be good at it”, which can indicate that they do not seem to make a connection 

between attitude and successful learning. However, second year students agreed with the 

mentioned statement, which can indicate that they do make a connection between attitude and 

successful learning. First year students, on the other hand were neutral about this statement. 

This difference between the two years could be explained because the second year students 

have studied English a longer time than the first year students. However, it is not possible to 

generalize as the students’ proficiency level was not studied and further research about this 

question is needed in order to give more information about reasons for these answers.  

Based on the students’ beliefs in this study, the main motivational factor for learning 

English is the belief of having better opportunities for a good job. The second motivational 

factor for the students was learning English in order to have English-speaking friends. The 
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third motivational factor observed in the students’ beliefs was the students’ willingness to 

plan their own learning and have responsibility for it. Moreover, the students believed that 

learners should think about their own learning and progress. In short, students seem to believe 

that motivation and self-regulation/self-awareness have an important role in the process of 

learning English. Here, the students’ beliefs and what it is stated in the curriculum are similar. 

Both express that students should get the opportunity to have more influence in their learning 

progress and that students should take responsibility for their work. Furthermore, the 

curriculum aims to get students motivated so that they can experience their learning as 

meaningful, which is similar to the students’ beliefs about the importance of motivation. 

With regard to the questions concerning beliefs about the national curriculum, the 

results showed that first year students reported understanding the curriculum more than 

second year students. One explanation for this difference could be that the curriculum is 

explained in detail for all the first year students and then they are expected to understand it for 

the following years. Second year students may, in that case, not even remember what the 

curriculum was about and what it actually meant. Also, there might be students whose 

teachers do not present or explain the curriculum, or do not make the curriculum 

understandable for the students. Another explanation could be the students’ background, 

which do not make it possible for them to understand the curriculum. However, further study 

is needed to support these claims. Overall, most of the first and second year students reported 

understanding the curriculum. 

Furthermore, first year students believed the curriculum is followed in their English 

class, compared to second year students, who were neutral about this matter. Considering this, 

it is important to mention that second year students believed that they did not understand the 

curriculum and therefore, this could be an explanation for their answer. This means that, if 
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they do not understand what is stated in the curriculum, they might not know if it is followed 

in their class or not.  

 

5. Conclusion 

This paper aimed to analyze the beliefs of upper secondary students in a Swedish school 

about learning EFL. This study also aimed to analyze how the students’ beliefs relate to what 

is specified in the Swedish curriculum. 

When it comes to successful learning of a foreign language, the students’ beliefs and 

what is stated in the curriculum were quite similar, except for one thing. Students believed 

that reception is more important than production, and according to the curriculum, all the 

skills are equally important.  

Furthermore, students believed that motivation and self-awareness/self-regulation have 

an important role in the process of learning English. They also believed that practicing and 

using strategies in order to be understood is something important. The students’ beliefs about 

these matters were similar to what is stated in the curriculum. 

When looking at students’ beliefs about motivation and the connection between 

attitudes and successful learning, students do not seem to believe that there this a connection. 

This is an interesting result because, according to previous studies like for example Brown 

(2000, p. 181), there is a connection between attitude, motivation and successful learning. 

Hence, further research could be done to analyze students’ beliefs about this connection, to 

see if they agree or not. 

Regarding the beliefs about the curriculum, first year students seem to understand the 

curriculum more than second year students. The reason of this difference could be that the 

curriculum is explained in detail for all the first year students and then they are expected to 

understand it for the following years. Second year students may not even remember what the 
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curriculum was about. Other reasons for this difference could be the students’ background and 

also, how well the teachers explain the curriculum for the students. However, further research 

is needed to support these claims. 

This study encountered some limitations and issues that need to be discussed. The data 

used for this study was collected from only one school and only one program. Different 

schools have different practices and rules when it comes to teaching and each school has its 

own guidelines besides those stated in the curriculum. Hence, in order to get more accurate 

results, a larger amount of data is needed, which implies that data needs to be collected from 

several schools and several classes and more background data on the students is needed. 

Furthermore, there are limitations for questions 24 and 25. Students may not have the 

knowledge or interest in the curriculum, to be able to answer these questions, so the answers 

could vary according to the students’ level of interest or knowledge of the curriculum. 

In future work, interviews of both teachers and students can be done, in order to analyze 

their beliefs and views about learning EFL. There are some questions that need further 

research: In what ways is the curriculum reflected in the English class? What other factors 

motivate students according to them? What strategies do students believe help them improve 

their English knowledge? How is motivation connected to improving language learning and 

level of proficiency? 
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Appendix 
 

Survey: The beliefs about English learning  

 

 

1. My school program (gymnasieprogram) is ________________________________ 

 

2. My study year (årskurs) is _____________________________________________  

 

3. My level of English   ⃣   Poor 

   ⃣   Basic 

   ⃣   Good 

   ⃣   Very good 

   ⃣   Fluent 

 

4. Please check the appropriate square box with an "X", according to your level of agreement 

with the following statements: 

 

(Var snäll och kryssa i rutan med ett "X", beroende på hur mycket du samtycker eller inte med 

följande påståenden): 

 

 Strongly 

agree 
5 

Agree 
 

4 

Neutral 
 

3 

Disagree 
 

2 

Strongly 

disagree 
1 

1. Some people have a special ability for 

learning foreign languages like English. 
 ⃣   ⃣   ⃣   ⃣   ⃣  

2. It is easier for someone who already 

speaks a foreign language to learn 

another one. 
 ⃣   ⃣   ⃣   ⃣   ⃣  

3. It is more important to speak than 

understand English. 
 ⃣   ⃣   ⃣   ⃣   ⃣  

4. It is important to speak English with 

an excellent pronunciation. 
 ⃣   ⃣   ⃣   ⃣   ⃣  

5. You shouldn't say anything in English, 

until you can say it correctly. 
 ⃣   ⃣   ⃣   ⃣   ⃣  

6. I am able to speak English outside 

school. 
 ⃣   ⃣   ⃣   ⃣   ⃣  

7. It is necessary to know about English 

speaking cultures in order to speak 

English. 
 ⃣   ⃣   ⃣   ⃣   ⃣  

8. It is OK to guess, if you don’t know a 

word in English. 
 ⃣   ⃣   ⃣   ⃣   ⃣  

9. It is more important to understand 

than speak English. 
 ⃣   ⃣   ⃣   ⃣   ⃣  
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 Strongly 

agree 
5 

Agree 
 

4 

Neutral 
 

3 

Disagree 
 

2 

Strongly 

disagree 
1 

10. It is more important to write than 

speak English. 
 ⃣   ⃣   ⃣   ⃣   ⃣  

11. Communicating and interacting with 

other people in English is important. 
 ⃣   ⃣   ⃣   ⃣   ⃣  

12. It is important to repeat and practice 

a lot. 
 ⃣   ⃣   ⃣   ⃣   ⃣  

13. I want to learn to speak English very 

well. 
 ⃣   ⃣   ⃣   ⃣   ⃣  

14. If I learn English very well, I will 

have better opportunities for a good job. 
 ⃣   ⃣   ⃣   ⃣   ⃣  

15. I would like to learn English so I can 

have English-speaking friends. 
 ⃣   ⃣   ⃣   ⃣   ⃣  

16. To learn English, I need to feel 

motivated. 
 ⃣   ⃣   ⃣   ⃣   ⃣  

17. If you don't like English, you will not 

be good at it. 
 ⃣   ⃣   ⃣   ⃣   ⃣  

18. It is important to have a purpose or 

goal when learning English. 
 ⃣   ⃣   ⃣   ⃣   ⃣  

19. If you don't know a word, you should 

use strategies to get people to understand 

you anyway. 
 ⃣   ⃣   ⃣   ⃣   ⃣  

20. It is OK to make mistakes when 

learning English. 
 ⃣   ⃣   ⃣   ⃣   ⃣  

21. It is good to learn English by myself 

inside and outside of school. 
 ⃣   ⃣   ⃣   ⃣   ⃣  

22. I like to plan my own learning and 

have responsibility for it. 
 ⃣   ⃣   ⃣   ⃣   ⃣  

23. In order to be good at English, you 

should think about your own learning 

and progress. 
 ⃣   ⃣   ⃣   ⃣   ⃣  

24. I understand the curriculum 

(läroplanen) and the grade requirements 

(kunskapskraven). 
 ⃣   ⃣   ⃣   ⃣   ⃣  

25. The curriculum (läroplanen) is 

followed in my English class. 
 ⃣   ⃣   ⃣   ⃣   ⃣  

26. The grade requirements 

(kunskapskraven) are helpful for me 

when I want to know how good at 

English I am. 

 ⃣   ⃣   ⃣   ⃣   ⃣  

 


