
Path to Success or Failure
in Foreign Language SpeakingEva Staňková

Abstract: The article contributes to the research ϐield on the development of speaking in a for-eign language. It presents the results of a survey conductedat theUniversity ofDefence inBrno.The survey was designed to identify differences between two groups of ϐifty students withdifferent levels of their speaking skill in English, corresponding to A1 and B1 levels in terms ofthe CEFR. The participants were interviewed in Czech about their previous language achieve-ments, motivation to learn English and their experience of learning English. The interviewswere audio recorded, transcribed and analysed using inferential and descriptive statistics. Theoutcomes have shown that the groups differed signiϐicantly in the type of school the studentshad studied at prior to the university, the grades they had achieved in their secondary schoolleaving examinations in English Language and Czech Language and Literature, and the degreeof their motivation to learn English. Furthermore, the analysis of the students’ opinions on thedevelopment of their speaking skill in English has revealed that successful foreign languagespeakers actively seek opportunities to speak in the foreign language, and attribute their suc-cess to factors within their control, which is not the case of the unsuccessful ones. The authorproposes that undergraduates with low foreign language skills should be detected and inter-viewed in their native languagewhen they enter university to reϐlect on their language learningexperience, and encouraged to resume responsibility for their language skills development.
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IntroductionSpeaking has always attracted attention of teachers and researchers. Burns andJoyce (1997) deϐined speaking as an interactive process of making meaning thatincludes producing, receiving and processing information. Developing speaking ina foreign language takes time, since there are many essential prerequisites tomaster, namely a certain level of listening comprehension, pronunciation, gram-mar, vocabulary, functions, ϐluency and communication skills. Practising speakingskills in a foreign language is a challenging task, especially in the countries wherethe foreign language is not widely spoken, such as in the Czech Republic. Conse-quently, some Czech students enter universities with an insufϐiciently developedEnglish language speaking skill (ELSS), and then experience difϐiculties in meetingthe objectives set by their study programs.The problem is that these students fail to comply with the goals set for the exitlevels in their ϐirst foreign language in primary and secondary education. In termsof the Common European Framework of Reference for Languages (CEFR) (Councilof Europe, 2001), pupils leaving basic schools should achieve at least elementary
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level, or A2, and graduates from Specialized and Grammar schools should reach atleast intermediate levels, B1 or B2, respectively (MSMT, 2017, p. 22; MSMT, 2022).The students who achieve at least the B1 level before entering universities mightbe, to a certain extent, considered good language learners, and the examination oftheir learning path might provide educators with valuable information about theiracquisition of ELSS.This is the reason why this study aimed to examine the language learning pathsof students at two different levels of their ELSS, namely A1 and B1 in terms ofthe CEFR, among students at the University of Defence (UoD) in Brno. The studycompared the types of schools the students had studied at prior to the university,their grades in secondary school leaving examinations in English and Czech, andthe degree of their motivation to learn English. In addition to that, the partici-pants’ perspectives on their English language learning experience were processedand compared between both groups.The design of this study was inspired by the concept of a good language learner(Rubin 1975), and the variables were selected with respect to the factors thatcould be related to the development of foreign language speaking.
Literature reviewThe concept of a good language learner was introduced by Rubin (1975), devel-oped by Naiman et al. (1978), and revisited several times since then (e.g., Reiss etal., 1983; Naiman, 1996; Grifϐits, 2015). In her ϐirst work, Rubin (1975) exploredthree variables on which good language learning depends: aptitude,motivation and
opportunity. They present the main concepts on which also our variables depend.
Language aptitude, the ability to acquire languages, is difϐicult to deϐine. Carroll(1960) considered aptitude “a relatively invariant characteristic of the individual,not subject to easy modiϐication by learning” (p. 38, as cited in Rubin, 1975).Others insisted that that language aptitude could be improved through training(Politzer & Weiss, 1969) and motivation (Rizvanovic, 2018). Thus, language apti-tude is often used interchangeably with other terms, such as talent, giftedness,language learning ability or even sometimes with language learning expertise.Some researchers have suggested that aptitude designates the innate propertythat develops into a certain skill, which is then termed talent (Gagné, 2005; Stern& Neubauer, 2013). However, nowadays, a commonly held view is that languageaptitude is a more dynamic, multi-faceted conglomerate of various cognitive skills(Dörnyei, 2006) that can, under certain circumstances, be altered through practice(Singleton, 2017), as cited by Ameringer et al. (2018, p. 7). Language aptitudeis associated with language achievements. Ganschow et al. (1998), for example,conducted research which showed that high school students who achieved higher
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grades in a foreign language had signiϐicantly stronger language aptitude skillsthan students who achieved lower grades in a foreign language. This is the reasonwhy this study considered secondary school leaving examinations in native andforeign languages.Another reason justifying the selection of the variables concerning the achieve-ments in Czech and English language is centered around the theories stating thatcompetencies established in a native language will transfer across languages. Theystem from the linguistic interdependence hypothesis which states that languageand literacy skills can be transferred from one language to another (Cummins,1979), and the Common Underlying Proϐiciency Model (CUP) in which the aspectsof a bilingual’s proϐiciency in a native and foreign language are seen as commonor interdependent across languages (Cummins, 1981). The interdependence hy-pothesis was further supported by Sparks et al. (2009) who provided evidence fora long-term crosslinguistic transfer of native language to foreign language skills.
Motivation is an important factor for explaining the success or failure of any com-plex task. According to Gardner (1985), motivation is the combination of attemptplus desire to obtain the aim of learning the language plus favorable attitudestoward learning the language. Oxford and Shearin (1994) deϐined motivation asa desire to gain an objective, combined with the energy to work towards thatobjective. They present many reasons for studying different aspects of motivationand provide suggestions on how to enhance motivation in learners. Tremblay andGardner (1995) prove that there are relationships among motivational constructsand achievement. Numerous studies conϐirm that motivation plays a crucial rolein language acquisition (Dörnyei, 1998, 2001) and that there is still space forexpanding the motivation construct in language learning (Prevratilova, 2020). Re-cent studies point out the importance of motivation in developing a learner’s ca-pacity to be autonomous in the process of language learning (Nemethova, 2020;Rozsypalkova & Brzobohata, 2020; Yabukoshi, 2020). Thus motovation becameone of the variables in this research study.Rubin (1975) explains that while it is generally agreed that the best languagelearning occurs in the country where the language is spoken, good language learn-ers seem to have a high motivation to communicate, no matter where they are.In her view, good language learners seek the opportunities to use the language,are willing to take a certain amount of risk in terms of making mistakes, attendto the form and meaning by constantly analysing, categorizing and synthetizing,and monitor their own speech and the speech of others. She asserts that theteacher must ϐind the means to help the student help himself, when the teacher isnot around (p. 45). Grifϐiths (2015) elaborates on the concept by offering lessonsfrom good language learners in terms of their aptitude, personality, learning style,
strategies, motivation, metacognition, autonomy and others. She suggests that more
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empirical research needs to be conducted to examine variables that lead to goodlanguage learning. This study attempts to identify factors inϐluencing success orfailure in foreign language speaking.Speaking performance was studied, for example, by Alrasheedi (2020), who wasexamining factors inϐluencing speaking performance of Saudi English languagelearners. Based on a questionnaire, his study identiϐied decisive personal factorsimpacting students’ performance in speaking skills: shyness, peer pressure, anxi-ety, and fear of making mistakes. Other factors that hinder speaking performancewere paucity of necessary vocabulary, lack of exposure to the target language, and
scarce opportunities to practice speaking outside the classroom. Some researchersemphasized a decisive role of the overall foreign language proϔiciency in the de-velopment of speaking skills (e.g., Ravid & Tolchinsky, 2002; Bozorgian, 2012;Berman, 2016; Kostikova et al., 2019). Tutoring experience and internal statisticsresults at the UoD conϐirm that learners with well-developed listening and literacyskills reach the required level in ELSS with less effort than learners with low levelof these skills (Hruby & Stankova, 2020).By and large, literature review indicates that numerous studies have been examin-ing various factors related to good language learners. However, most of them arepreoccupied with literacy skills, and empirical studies focusing on speaking arerelatively scarce. Therefore, the aim of this study is to contribute to the researchϐield of speaking in a foreign language by comparing native and foreign languageachievements, motivation and language learning experience in successful and un-successful foreign language speakers in university students.
Purpose of the researchThe initial impetus for designing this study came from the desire to gain an insightinto language education background and learning experience of students at theUoD to ϐind out some indicators determining their success in speaking in English.The following paragraphs explain English language requirements and research fo-cus at the Language Centre, UoD.In general, military personnel in NATO member states are required to reacha standardized level of proϐiciency in the English language according to their po-sition in the Czech Armed Forces. They have to demonstrate the required level inthe NATO STANAG 6001 Examination. The descriptors for six language proϐiciencylevels are stated in the document NATO STANDARD A TrainP-5 (BILC, 2020). Theguidelines for language curriculum, test development, and for recording and re-porting Standardized Language Proϐiles (SLP) of military personnel are providedby Bureau for International Language Coordination (BILC, 2020).
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Currently, students at the University of Defence take their ϐirst NATO STANAG6001 Examination in all four language skills in their ϐirst semester. They canregularly retake the exam in all skills once a year. If they reach the required levelin two skills at least, they can retake only the skills in which they did not succeed.At the end of the sixth semester, they have to achieve at least intermediate level inEnglish in all four language skills, expressed as SLP 2222 for listening, speaking,reading and writing skills, respectively. This level, named the functional level interms of the NATO STANAG 6001 Examination, is comparable to B1. Those whofail to achieve this goal have to leave the UoD. The dropouts present unwantedlosses in the Czech Armed Forces, since they are already well-trained militaryprofessionals who might have reasonable prospects of becoming experts in theirϐield of study.This is the main reason why English language educators at the University of De-fence (UoD) in Brno have been paying a sustained attention to monitoring stu-dents’ SLPs. The latest students’ SLP results serve as the criterion for the replace-ment of students in their study groups. In addition, UoD researchers focus onidentifying the skills with the lowest performance level and search for the waysof facilitating their development. Statistics, regularly performed at the end of eachsemester, and research studies indicate that the most difϐicult skills for studentsto master are writing and speaking (Hruby & Stankova, 2020); therefore, UoDlanguage teachers and researchers are preoccupied with students’ development inwriting and speaking. This study is a part of a project aimed at tracking students’progress in developing their English language speaking skill. The paper presentspartial results that focus on the differences between two groups of students withdifferent levels of their ELSS assessed in their ϐirst semester at the UoD.
ConceptsSince the study examines only a limited number of variables in students who didnot succeed or succeeded at achieving B1 level in ELSS after 11–12 years of theirEnglish language study at basic and secondary schools, there is not sufϐicient jus-tiϐication for terming them bad/good language learners. Therefore, for the purposeof this study, narrower terms, unsuccessful/successful EL speakers, are introduced.
Unsuccessful EL speakers are the UoD students who had achieved Level 1 (L1) inELSS according to the NATO STANAG 6001 Examination (BILC, 2020) by the timewhen they were the subjects of the research. Their results of other language skillsvaried from L1 to L2. At the UoD, they present at-risk students, i.e., the studentswho have a high probability of dropping out of the UoD for failing to meet therequirements of English language courses and achieving SLP 2222 by the end oftheir sixth semester. The descriptors for L1 in ELSS are presented in Appendix 1.
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Approximately, L1 corresponds to level A1 in terms of the CEFR. In this study, theunsuccessful EL speakers constitute research group 1 (G1).
Successful EL speakers are the UoD students who had achieved level 2 (L2) in ELSSaccording to the NATO STANAG 6001 Examination (BILC, 2020) by the time whenthey became the subjects of the research. Their results of other language skillswere assessed as L2. The descriptors for L2 in ELSS are presented in Appendix 1.Approximately, L2 corresponds to level B1 in terms of the CEFR. In this study, thesuccessful EL speakers constitute research group 2 (G2). In general, G2 representstudents at higher level of proϐiciency in EL than G1.
Grammar Schools include four-, six- and eight-year secondary schools. Their studyprograms aim at acquiring general knowledge with the prospect of continuingstudies at universities. Specialized Schools are other secondary education institu-tions than Grammar Schools whose graduates take Maturita Examination (Voca-tional Schools and Follow-up Schools).
Maturita Examination in English Language (MATURITA in EL) is a school leavingexamination at secondary schools (CERMAT, 2019). It is a facultative exam con-sisting of a didactic test comprising listening and reading, and an oral and writtenpart that is not compulsory.
Maturita Examination in Czech Language and Literature (MATURITA in CLL) isa school leaving examination at secondary schools. It is a compulsory exam con-sisting of a didactic test, comprising the use of Czech and reading comprehension,and an oral and written part. The scores for the standardized didactic tests ofboth exams are reported annually in the document Maturitni zkouska 2013–2021(CERMAT, 2019).
Motivation for learning the English language (MOTIV for EL) stands for the students’self-reported evaluation of their motivation to learn English on the scale 1–10,with 10 being the highest grade.
Research aimThe research focused on identifying differences between successful and unsuc-cessful English language speakers. Based on literature research and observation inclasses, the variables in which the author expected the successful and unsuccessfulEnglish language speakers might differ were selected as follows:1. the type of the secondary school at which they studied before entering theUoD,2. the grade in the Maturita Examination in English Language,3. the grade in the Maturita Examination in Czech Language and Literature,
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4. self-reported motivation for learning the English language on the scale 1–10.In addition to that, the strength of the associations among variables 2–4 was de-termined. Besides, students’ opinions on their language learning experience andreasons for their success or failure in meeting the requirement to achieve level 2in speaking in English in the NATO STANAG 6001 Examination were gathered andanalysed.
Research questionsQ1: In which variables (1–4) do the unsuccessful and successful EL speakers differsigniϐicantly?Q2: What are the associations among variables 2–4?Q3: What are the students’ opinions ona) the causes of the level of their ELSS?b) their shortcomings in ELSS?c) what the UoD teachers should do to improve their ELSS?
Methods and proceduresThe selection of appropriate methods proceeded from the reference books onresearch in language learning and teaching (Brown, 2004; Mackey & Gass, 2008;Nunan, 2008). The data were collected through a semi-structured interview. Toanswer Q1 and Q2, quantitative research methods were used, namely percentage
comparison, T-Test and Pearson’s correlation; to answer Q3, content analysis wasapplied. The interviews were conducted in the years 2018–2020, and the resultswere processed and discussed in 2021.
ParticipantsThe research sample consisted of one hundred Czech students attending the UoD,the Faculty of Leadership and the Faculty of Military Technology, in Brno. Theywere chosen at random as volunteers and gave express consent to the participa-tion in the research.To obtain data for a comparative study, two groups of ϐifty participants wereformed according to the level of their speaking skills in English: G1 (L1 in ELSS)and G2 (L2 in ELSS). The levels had been assessed by the NATO STANAG 6001Examination (BILC, 2020) using a two-level test designed to achieve StandardProϐiciency Levels (SLP) 1–2.
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The students had taken the examination prior to the research, more precisely, intheir ϐirst semester at the UoD, and the result of their ELSS remained the sameby the time when they were interviewed. Since it was impossible to reach 50 L1respondents within one academic year because their occurrence is relatively low,the interviews were conducted within two years 2018–2020, and included bothϐirst- and second-year students. The characteristics of both groups are presentedin Table 1.
Tab. 1: CharacterisƟcs of the research sample

CharacterisƟcs G1 (n = 50) G2 (n = 50)
ELSS L1 L2
Men 38 (76%) 42 (84%)
Women 12 (24%) 8 (16%)
Length of EL study 11–12 years 11–12 years

Note:

• G1 stands for Group 1, G2 stands for Group 2.

• ELSS stands for English language speaking skill.

• L1 and L2 are the levels of ELSS of the parƟcipants. L1 corresponds to A1 and L2 corresponds to B1 in terms
of the CEFR.

• Length of the EL study presents the number of years of the EL study by the Ɵme the parƟcipants were
interviewed.

The proportion of men and women reϐlects the representation of male and femalemilitary students at the UoD. The ϐirst-year students conϐirmed in the interviewthat they had been studying the English language for 11 years, and the second-year students conϐirmed that they had been studying the English language for 12years.
MaterialsThe research utilised the NATO STANAG 6001 descriptors for SLP 1 and 2 (see Ap-pendix 1, BILC, 2020) and a questionnaire for semi-structured interview designedby the author of the paper. The questionnaire contained closed-ended questionsthat elicited the answers pertinent to Q1, and open-ended questions that soughtthe students’ opinions, as speciϐied in Q3.To compare the answers to Q1 with the whole Czech population, annual statis-tical reports Maturitni zkouska 2013–2021 (CERMAT, 2019) and the documentOpatreni obecne povahy (MSMT, 2021) were used.
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Data analysisThe interviews were audio recorded, transcribed and processed. Microsoft Excel(ExcelFunctions.net, 2008–2019) was used for data collection and advanced sta-tistical Tools for Windows 10 were used for statistical analysis.To answer Q1, the unpaired two-sample T-Test for the differences between the meanswas employed to determine the signiϐicance of the differences between the vari-ables of both groups.To answer Q2, Pearson product-moment correlation coefϔicients were calculated us-ing the Excel PEARSON function. The outcomes regarding Q1 and Q2 were in-terpreted at ∗p < .05, customarily set for educational research, and compared tocritical values using statistical tables (Fisher & Yates, 1963).To answer Q3, content analysis was performed to categorize students’ opinionsand express them by descriptive statistics.
ResultsRaw data gained from the interviews to address the ϐirst two research questionsare provided in Appendix 2. The results below are arranged with respect to theresearch questions.
Q1: In which variables do the unsuccessful and successful EL speakers differ
signiϐicantly?The ϐirst variable was related to the type of the secondary school at which theparticipants studied before the UoD.
Tab. 2: Type of secondary school at which the parƟcipants studied before the UoD

Type of school G1 (n = 50) G2 (n = 50)
Grammar School 10 (20%) 34 (68%)
Specialized School 40 (80%) 16 (32%)It is noticeable that the graduates from Grammar Schools have better developedEnglish language speaking skills than the graduates from Secondary SpecializedSchools, since the majority of the graduates from the Grammar Schools falls intoG2 (68%), and the vast majority of graduates from Secondary Specialized Schoolsfalls into group G1 (80%).The means and differences pertaining to variables 2–4 are presented in Table 3.The T-Test is expected to determine the signiϐicance of the differences betweenthe means, 1 and 2. The results presented in Table 3 show that the p-values
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returned by the T-Test are smaller than .05 in all the variables. That allows usto conclude that there are signiϐicant differences between the groups in all thevariables at ∗p < .05. The absolute values of the computed t-values allow us tostate the differences between groups by their signiϐicance in the descending order:MATURITA in EL, MATURITA in CLL, and MOTIV for EL.
Tab. 3: ArithmeƟc means of variables and T-Test results

Variables µ1 µ2 t Stat p (T-Test)
Maturita in EL 2.57 (n = 26) 1.53 (n = 40) 6.923553 2.21 ·10

−9

Maturita in CLL 3.24 (n = 50) 2.08 (n = 50) 5.897077872 5.27161·10−8

MoƟv for EL 6.16 (n = 50) 8.16 (n = 50) −5.357421781 5.59232·10−7

Note:
• µ1 = the mean of a variable in G1,

• µ2 = the mean of a variable in G2,

• t Stat = t-value of the T-Test, ∗p < .05,

• p (T-Test) = p-value of the T-Test.

• MatURITA in EL stands for the secondary school leaving examinaƟon in English Language. The means of
scores were calculated for 66 students only, since this exam is not obligatory for all students. The values
were calculated from the first aƩempt grades reported by parƟcipants. The score scale is 1 to 5, with 1
being the highest grade.

• MATURITA in CLL stands for the secondary school leaving examinaƟon in Czech Language and Literature.
Themeans of scoreswere calculated from the first aƩempt grades reported by parƟcipants. The score scale
is 1 to 5, with 1 being the highest grade.

• MoƟv for EL stands for students’ self-evaluaƟon of their moƟvaƟon to learn English on the scale 1–10, with
10 being the highest grade.To be able to compare the answers to Q1 with the whole Czech population, basedon annual statistical reports Maturitni zkouska 2013–2021 (CERMAT, 2019) anddocument Opatreni obecne povahy (MSMT, 2021) it was calculated that the meanfor the didactic tests equals 2.1 for MATURITA in EL and 2.9 for MATURITA inCLL. We can see that G1 achieved worse results and G2 achieved better results inboth exams compared to the results from the didactic tests taken by the wholeCzech population in the years 2013–2021.

Q2: What are the associations among the measurable variables (2–4)?Pearson product-moment correlation coefϐicients were calculated for variables 2–4. The critical value at the .05 signiϐicance level is 0.205 for 100 subjects, and0.250 for 66 subjects concerning the MATURITA in EL (Fisher & Yates, 1963).Table 4 shows that all coefϐicients exceed the critical values. Their strengths ofassociations are arranged in the descending order.
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Tab. 4: Pearson correlaƟon coefficients (r) between variables

Order Variables r

1 MATURITA in CLL and MATURITA in EL 0.550811
2 MOTIV for EL and MATURITA in CLL −0.43912
3 MOTIV for EL and MATURITA in EL −0.27589

See the note below Table 3.

Q3: What are the students’ opinions ona) the causes of the level of their speaking skill in English?b) their shortcomings in English?c) what the UoD teachers should do to improve their students’ speaking skills inEnglish?The answers to the questions are stated separately for both groups.
Q3 a) for G1: What, in your opinion, are the causes of the low level of your speak-
ing skills in English?• Not having gained sufϐicient basic knowledge and skills at basic and secondaryschools (29). Too many different teachers were taking turns very often; someof them were incompetent, unmotivated and had an inappropriate approach tostudents.• Personal characteristics (17), such as

– anxiety, poor communication skills, introversion (9),
– slow reactions in speaking, slow pace when speaking (5),
– low language aptitude, focus on science (3).• Not enough opportunities to speak English (14).• Lack of motivation to study the English language (8).

Q3 b) for G1: What are your shortcomings in English?• Low amount of vocabulary and its poor usage (35).• Problems in grammar, namely in verb tenses, prepositions, structure of a sen-tence (28).• Translation from Czech affects ϐluency (7).• Not enough ideas on what to speak about (4).
Q3 c) for G1: What should the UoD teachers do to improve students’ speaking
skills in English?
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• More focus on speaking in classes (17); teachers should make students speak(4).• More focus on practising vocabulary (6).• More EL classes (4).
Q3 a) for G2: What, in your opinion, are the causes of the appropriate level of
your speaking skills in English?• Acquiring the English language outside classrooms, such as reading books,watching ϐilms, playing computer games, listening to English songs, using En-glish as a tool in IT (32).• Having gained sufϐicient knowledge and skills at basic and secondary schools(21). Competent and strict teachers at basic and/or secondary schools, appro-priate preparation for the Maturita Examination or other exams (FCE), and thechance to attend facultative classes at basic and/or secondary schools.• High motivation to speak in English (19) concerning

– traveling or staying in English speaking countries (9),
– conversation or exchanging letters with foreigners (5),
– conversation with a native English speaker (5).

Q3 b) for G2: What are your shortcomings in English?• Vocabulary (38).• Grammar (25), namely tenses, prepositions, articles and sentence structures.
Q3 c) for G2: What should the UoD teachers do to improve students’ speaking
skills in English?• More English language classes (13).• Focus on speaking in classes (13), elaborating on topics, conducting debates,news briefs.• Focus on vocabulary development (8).
Discussion
Indicators for success in foreign language speakingThe answers to Q1 and Q2 have identiϐied the differences between successfuland unsuccessful EL speakers, and showed the degree of associations among theexamined variables. As expected, the graduates from Grammar Schools were moresuccessful EL speakers than the graduates from Specialized Schools. SuccessfulEL speakers performed signiϐicantly better both at Czech Language and Literature
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and English Language in the Maturita Examination, and were more motivated tolearn English than the unsuccessful English language speakers. The details con-cerning individual variables are stated below.
The type of the secondary school at which the participants studied before the
UoDOne of the characteristics of the research sample shows that most successful ELspeakers (68%) graduated from Grammar Schools, whereas most unsuccessful ELspeakers (80%) graduated from Specialized Schools. Traditionally, study programsat Grammar Schools aim at acquiring general knowledge with the prospect of con-tinuing studies at a university, and pay more attention to language education thanSpecialized Schools. Since most interaction in the English language takes place atschools, the number of lessons and the quantity and quality of instruction playa deceive role in developing students’ ELSS.Unfortunately, CERMAT statistics do not provide any data on ELSS in MATURITAin EL. They just report annual means of success in didactic tests, which focus onlistening and reading at level B1 according to the CEFR (Maturitni zkouska 2013–2021, CERMAT, 2019). According to these statistics, the mean of scores for thewhole Czech population for the years 2013–2021 was 67.4%, while the mean ofscores for Grammar Schools only was signiϐicantly higher, 79.3%. Since there isenough scientiϐic evidence in literature that the levels of the four main languageskills are interrelated (e.g., Ravid & Tolchinsky, 2002; Ellis, 2015; Berman, 2016;Winke & Gass, 2019; Kim & Pae, 2021), CERMAT statistics and our results implythat Grammar Schools produce graduates at a higher level of proϐiciency in theEnglish language than Specialized Schools.
Maturita Examination in English Language and Czech Language and LiteratureThe signiϐicant differences between both groups in the MATURITA Examinationin EL and CLL leads us to the assumption that the grades in languages in theMATURITA Examination can be considered quite reliable predictors for the suc-cess in foreign language speaking in adulthood. This ϐinding is also supported bythe highest association among these variables presented in answers to Q2, whichoffers an additional piece of evidence supporting the linguistic interdependencehypothesis which states that language and literacy skills can be transferred fromone language to another (Cummins, 1979, 1981, 1984, 1991), and suggests theimportance of the development of native language competence with regard tolater proϐiciency in a foreign language (Ravid & Tolchinsky, 2002).This outcome is of great importance and might play a role in the admission pro-cess at universities, for example, in times when it is not possible to carry out theentrance examination in English Language, as it happened at the UoD in 2020 due
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to precautionary measures adopted in connection with the COVID-19 pandemics.It might seem obvious that the grade in English Language predicts the successin speaking in English; however, the signiϐicant association between the grade inCzech Language Literature and level of ELSS may come as a surprise and may betaken into consideration in the admission procedure at universities in the future.
Motivation for learning EnglishModerate correlations between motivation to learn English and the score forspeaking skills in Czech, and between the motivation to learn English and thegrades for the Maturita Examination in Czech Language and Literature offer anadditional piece of evidence that motivation belongs to signiϐicant factors deter-mining success in learning languages, as conϐirmed in the literature (e.g., Tremblay& Gardner, 1995; Dörnyei, 1998, 2001; Ellis, 2005; Nemethova, 2020; Prevratilova,2020).It is quite surprising that the coefϐicient between the motivation to learn Englishand results of the Maturita Examination in English Language is lower than theassociation between the motivation to learn English and grades in the MaturitaExamination in Czech Language and Literature. It implies that motivation forlearning a foreign language might be associated with the proϐiciency in a nativelanguage.
Students’ opinions on the development of their English speaking skillsThe answers to Q3 imply that most unsuccessful EL speakers blame their primaryand secondary EL teachers for their poor ELSS. On reϐlexion, some of them admitthat their communication skills are poor and their motivation to learn languagesis low. Also, some of them lack the opportunity to speak English. They suggestthat they need more practice in speaking, particularly in using vocabulary andgrammar, and that they would welcome more EL instruction.On the other hand, most successful EL speakers state that they achieved a goodlevel in ELSS outside classrooms due to their high motivation to communicate inEnglish. They appreciate the approach of their primary and secondary EL teach-ers, and the opportunities to attend facultative EL classes. They suggest practisingspeaking by conducting debates, and developing vocabulary and grammar. Someof them would welcome more EL instruction.Comparing the opinions of both groups supports Rubin’s (1975) selection of mainvariables on which good language learning depends: aptitude, motivation and op-
portunity. The language learning path of successful EL speakers is congruent withher statement that good language learners seem to have a high motivation to
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communicate, no matter where they are, and, therefore, they actively seek the
opportunities to use the language. In addition to that, the comparison of the par-ticipants’ opinions implies that the active involvement of successful EL speakersin their ELSS development demonstrated signs of autonomy and self-regulation inlearning, which are considered of paramount importance in successful languagelearning (Nemethova, 2020; Yabukoshi, 2020; Rozsypalkova & Brzobohata, 2020).
Practical implications and recommendationsIt can be implied that the means µ1 and µ2, as introduced in Table 2, might beinterpreted as critical values for detecting the path to success or failure in achiev-ing the required ELSS. Let us illustrate this suggestion by presenting the means ofvariables for three participants from G1 in relation to their SLP achieved withintwo years after they were interviewed.In Appendix 2 and Table 5, we can see that participant number 50 achieved themeans, µ1 (50), exceeding all the µ1 and µ2 values, which allowed us to assumethat her prospects to achieve L2 in ELSS soon were excellent. This student met ex-pectations and reached SLP 2222 within the required period of time. In contrast,participants number 12 and 14 achieved worst results, µ1 (12) and µ1 (14), than
µ1 in two variables. These students did not achieve L2 in ELSS and were expelledfrom the UoD.
Tab. 5: IllustraƟon of using the arithmeƟc means for detecƟng the path to success or failure in speaking in

English

Variables µ1 µ2 µ1 (50) µ1 (12) µ1 (14)
MATURITA in EL 2.57 1.53 – 3 –
MATURITA in CLL 3.24 2.08 1 5 4
MoƟv for EL 6.16 8.16 10 8 6

Note. See the note below Table 3.Thus, in addition to SLP, this simple instrument may assist the UoD educatorsin the identiϐication of students at risk of not meeting the English language re-quirements at an early stage of their study at the university, and, consequently,adjust their language development to prevent unwanted dropout. The means forG1 (1) can be considered critical values and the students whose means are worsemight need special tuition. Educators should also encourage at-risk students toself-regulate their language acquisition and search opportunities for communica-tion outside classrooms. In addition to that, both students and educators shouldbe aware of linguistic interdependence hypothesis which states that in bilingualdevelopment language and literacy skills can be transferred from one language toanother (Cummins, 1979), and look for opportunities to hone both their nativeand foreign language skills.
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LimitationsThe ϐindings of this study should be considered in light of some limitations. Therelevance of each variable (1–4) in Q1 to the level of ELSS could become thesubject of profound discussion. As mentioned above, in general, curricula at Gram-mar Schools are designed with a larger time allowance for foreign languagesthan those at Specialized Schools. Obviously, Maturita grades in languages includea complex assessment of skills and knowledge, and speaking constitutes onlya part of it. Self-reported motivation might be considered subjective.Second, the information produced from this study is descriptive and correlational,and causation cannot be inferred. We have to bear in mind that the participantsexperienced different conditions in their previous language study, and their com-mand of both languages had been inϐluenced by many factors that could not havebeen taken into consideration with regard to the scope of this paper. For example,the study did not explore the participants’ aptitude, personality, learning style,strategies, metacognition and autonomy, which are crucial to success in foreignlanguage learning, as proved by many researchers (e.g., Reiss et al., 1983; Grifϐiths,2015; Nemethova, 2020; Yabukoshi, 2020; Rozsypalkova & Brzobohata, 2020).
ConclusionThe results conϐirmed the assumptions that there are signiϐicant differences be-tween successful and unsuccessful EL speakers in all the examined variables: thetype of secondary school, their grades in school leaving exams in English Lan-guage and Czech Language and Literature, and their motivation to learn the En-glish language. Moreover, the research has revealed that all the variables are sig-niϐicantly associated; therefore, there is a probability that an improvement of anyof them should positively inϐluence the others. These ϐindings, coupled with thestudents’ opinions on their language learning experience, allow us to design a pathto success or failure in foreign language speaking with respect to the examinedvariables.The path to success is paved with a diligent approach to gaining knowledge andskills in the English and Czech languages at basic and secondary schools. In thisresearch sample, most successful English language speakers studied at GrammarSchools, which are generally considered more effective in the preparation forthe tertiary education, although there might be some exceptions. The arithmeticmeans in English Language and Czech Language and Literature in the MaturitaExamination exceeded the means achieved in the didactic tests by the whole pop-ulation in the Czech Republic (within the years 2013–2021). Successful speakersare aware of the beneϐits of being an efϐicient EL speaker outside the classroomand are willing to acquire the EL on their own; they actively seek opportunities to
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speak and are able to self-regulate their language acquisition. They attribute theirsuccess to factors within their control.The path to failure starts with a submissive attitude to English Language at basicand secondary schools, where the students do not achieve the goals speciϐiedby MSMT for exit levels in their ϐirst foreign language, A2 and B1, respectively.In this research sample, most unsuccessful English language speakers studied atSpecialized Schools, which are generally not focused on languages. The arithmeticmeans in the in English Language and Czech Language and Literature in theirMaturita Examination were lower than the means achieved in the didactic testsby the whole population in the Czech Republic (within the years 2013–2021).Unsuccessful EL speakers are less motivated to learn English than the success-ful ones. Most of them attribute their poor oral performance to factors outsidetheir control; they blame their previous teachers for incompetence and for notproviding them with enough opportunities to speak English.This empirical study has proved that comparing successful and unsuccessful lan-guage learners from different perspectives is beneϐicial and might have some prac-tical implications. The ϐinding about the relevance of grades both in native andforeign languages in the Maturita Examination might assist the decision makersresponsible for setting the admission requirements at universities. In additionto that, the study has offered critical means in selected variables which mightserve as early warning for dropping out due to poorly developed foreign languagespeaking skills. Last but not least, assisting students in reϐlecting on their languagelearning proved to be a delightful experience that allowed us, the educators, tobuild rapport with our students, which is a prerequisite for successful collabora-tion in their further language skills development.
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Appendix 1

NATO STANAG 6001 Descriptors for SLP 1 and 2 According to
NATO STANDARD A TRAINP-5 (BILC, 2020)
Level 1 – SurvivalAble to maintain simple face-to-face communication in typical everyday situations. Can create with thelanguage by combining and recombining familiar, learned elements of speech. Can begin, maintain andclose short conversations by asking and answering short simple questions. Can typically satisfy simple,predictable, personal and accommodation needs; meet minimum courtesy, introduction, and identiϐica-tion requirements; exchange greetings; elicit and provide predictable, skeletal biographical information;communicate about simple routine tasks in theworkplace; ask for goods, services, and assistance; requestinformation and clariϐication; express satisfaction, dissatisfaction, and conϐirmation. Topics include basicneeds such as ordering meals, obtaining lodging and transportation, shopping. Native speakers used tospeaking with non-natives must often strain, request repetition and use real-world knowledge to un-derstand this speaker. Seldom speaks with natural ϐluency, and cannot produce continuous discourse,except with rehearsed material. Nonetheless, can speak at the sentence level and may produce strings oftwo or more simple, short sentences joined by common linking words. Frequent errors in pronunciation,vocabulary, and grammar often distortmeaning. Time concepts are vague. May often use only one tense ortend to avoid certain structures. Speech is often characterized by hesitations, erratic word order, frequentpauses, straining and groping for words (except for routine expressions), ineffective reformulation, andself-corrections. (p. A-3)
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Level 2 – FunctionalAble to communicate in everyday social and routine workplace situations. In these situations the speakercan describe people, places, and things; narrate current, past and future activities in complete, but simpleparagraphs; state facts; compare and contrast; give straightforward instructions and directions; ask andanswer predictable questions. Can conϐidently handle most normal, casual conversations on concretetopics such as job procedures, family, personal background and interests, travel, current events. Can of-ten elaborate in common daily communicative situations, such as personal and accommodation-relatedinteractions; for example, can give complicated, detailed, and extensive directions and make non-routinechanges in travel and other arrangements. Can interact with native speakers not used to speaking withnon-natives, although nativesmay have to adjust to some limitations. Can combine and link sentences intoparagraph-length discourse. Simple structures and basic grammatical relations are typically controlled,while more complex structures are used inaccurately or avoided. Vocabulary use is appropriate for high-frequency utterances but unusual or imprecise at other times. Errors in pronunciation, vocabulary, andgrammar may sometimes distort meaning. However, the individual generally speaks in a way that is ap-propriate to the situation, although command of the spoken language is not always ϐirm.(pp. A-3–A-4)
Appendix 2
Tab. 6: Data gained from G1, the parƟcipants who achieved level 1 in English speaking skills according to the

NATO STANAG 6001 ExaminaƟon

Participants Secondaryschool MATURITAin EL MATURITAin CLL MOTIVfor EL1 GS 2 2 42 SS 3 3 63 SS – 3 64 SS 3 3 65 SS 2 3 106 GS 3 4 47 SS – 3 68 SS 3 4 49 SS – 4 410 SS 2 3 411 SS 3 2 412 SS 3 5 813 SS – 2 814 SS – 4 615 GS – 3 616 GS – 4 417 SS – 4 418 SS 2 2 819 SS – 4 620 SS 2 3 621 SS 3 3 822 GS – 3 623 SS 3 4 6
(to be continued on the next page)
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Participants Secondaryschool MATURITAin EL MATURITAin CLL MOTIVfor EL24 SS – 2 625 SS – 3 626 SS – 4 627 SS – 4 728 SS – 3 629 SS 3 3 630 GS 1 2 631 GS 3 4 432 SS – 4 433 GS 3 5 634 SS – 2 635 SS – 2 636 SS 3 5 837 SS 2 5 438 SS 2 3 639 SS 3 5 640 SS 2 5 641 SS 2 4 442 GS 2 3 443 GS 3 3 444 SS 2 2 1045 SS 4 4 1046 SS – 2 847 SS – 2 1048 SS – 2 649 SS 3 3 950 SS – 1 10
Tab. 7: Data gained from G2, the parƟcipants who achieved level 2 in English speaking skills according to the

NATO STANAG 6001 ExaminaƟon

Participants Secondaryschool MATURITAin EL MATURITAin CLL MOTIVfor EL51 SS 1 3 852 GS – 3 853 GS 1 2 654 GS 2 1 1055 GS 2 3 856 GS – 2 1057 SS 3 4 1058 SS 2 2 459 GS 2 3 760 GS 2 2 1061 GS 2 5 6
(to be continued on the next page)
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Participants Secondaryschool MATURITAin EL MATURITAin CLL MOTIVfor EL62 SS – 2 663 SS 2 4 664 GS 1 2 965 GS 1 4 666 GS 1 2 767 GS 1 2 868 GS – 3 769 GS 2 2 470 SS 1 2 771 SS 2 2 872 GS 3 2 873 GS 1 1 874 GS 1 2 1075 SS 1 2 776 GS 2 2 877 GS 1 2 1078 SS 2 2 879 SS 2 2 980 GS – 3 681 SS 1 2 1082 SS – 2 1083 GS 1 2 684 GS – 1 1085 GS 1 1 1086 GS – 2 1087 SS 1 1 388 GS 2 2 989 SS 2 1 890 GS 1 1 1091 SS 1 1 1092 GS – 2 993 GS 1 4 1094 GS – 2 1095 SS 1 2 1096 GS 2 1 697 GS 2 1 898 GS 1 1 1099 GS 1 1 10100 GS 2 1 10
Note.
• GS stands for Grammar School.• SS stands for Specialized School.
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• Maturita in EL stands for the secondary school leaving examination in English Language. The valuesexpress the grade on the scale 1–5, with 1 being the highest grade.• MATURITA in CLL stands for the secondary school leaving examination in Czech Language and Liter-ature. The values express the grade on the scale 1–5, with 1 being the highest grade.• Motiv for EL stands for the students’ self-evaluation of their motivation to learn English on the scale1–10, with 10 being the highest grade.
Author
RNDr. Eva Staňková, Language Centre at the University of Defence in Brno,e-mail: eva.stankova2@unob.czRNDr. Eva Stankova is a senior faculty member of the Language Centre at the University of Defence inBrno. She studied the English language at the Faculty of Arts at Masaryk University and graduated fromseveral courses abroad focusing on methodology in teaching English for Speciϐic Purposes (ESP). She isengaged in teaching general, military and aviation English to university students and military personnel.She is dedicated to student-centered educational methods which develop problem-solving skills, suchas project work or problem-based learning. Her recent publications focus on curriculum developmentin ESP, tracking the progress of language learners, and examining the factors that affect language skillsdevelopment in adult learners.

72 Empirical Study


