
Polish secondary school students learning german: 
motivation, orientations and attitudes

the study investigates the german language learning motivations of Polish secondary school 
students. Questionnaire data were collected from 100 students aged 16-18 years. using the 
amos 18 package, structural equation modeling was run to analyze how language learning 
goals, attitudes, self-related beliefs, and parental encouragement interact in shaping motivated 
learning behavior. the results of this study reveal that the important factor which exerts the 
most influence on motivated learning behavior is an integrative attitude, i.e. openness to and 
interest in the community using the language, as well as the culture, customs and international 
status. another important factor in this model is parental encouragement, as it affects the 
german language community, learning and instrumental values.
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Introduction

For several centuries, german served as the most important second language 
in much of central and eastern europe. the oldest printed material for learning 
a foreign language in Poland was a little Polish-german phrasebook entitled 
Eyn kurtze vnd gruntliche Vnderweisung beyder ſprachen zu reden vnd zu lesen 
Polnisch vnd Deutsch. Krotkie ij grvntowne Vkazanye ij navka oboyey mowy 
mowić ij czisc Polsćye ij Nyemyeckye (‘a short and thorough instruction and 
learning to speak and read both languages Polish and german’), published in the 
first half of the 16th century1. the german language was also a part of the first 
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Polish printed dictionary: Franciszek mymer’s Dictionarius trium linguarum; 
Latine, Teutonice, et Polonice, potiora vocabula continens, published in 1528 in 
cracow by hieronim wietor. in 1544 hieronim wietor also published a rewritten 
version of the Eyn kurtze… phrasebook with the title Eyn schone lere mit kortzen 
synnen begriffen Deutsch und Polnisch beyder sprach zu redenn. Nauka cudna 
á krotko wypisana ku vczeniu sie Niemcowi Polskiego á Polakowi Niemieckiego 
(‘a beautiful and shortly described learning for a german to learn Polish and 
for a Pole to learn german’; see glück, 2002). in 1918, after Poland regained its 
independence, the obligation was introduced in Polish general schools for stu-
dents to learn at least one foreign language starting from the 5th grade. at that 
time, 106,000 students decided to learn german, 77,000 – French, and only ca. 
5,000 – english (Blühdorn, 2001).

the role and status of german as a second language only changed after world 
war ii when english gained increasing importance as an international language. 
in 1990, after the end of communism, foreign language teaching in the Polish 
education system was thoroughly reformed. the russian language lost its role of 
obligatory second language and students could choose between english, French, 
german and russian, and, if available, also spanish and italian. currently in the 
Polish education system, english is the most prevalent foreign language – in the 
2009-2010 school year it was studied by 90.4% of elementary and secondary school 
(and by 98.0% of only secondary school) pupils. however, german still retains a 
significant position among the remaining modern foreign languages offered within 
compulsory education. in the year 2009-2010, it was studied by 43.3% of elementary 
and secondary school pupils, while russian by 4.3%, French – 3.5%, spanish – 0.4%, 
and italian – 0.2% (Zarębska, 2011).

the aim of this study was to investigate the socio-psychological motivation 
factors that influence the taking and learning of german in Polish secondary 
schools. in particular, the study aimed to find students’ motivation orientations 
toward the language and their attitudes to learning german, to german language 
communities and their culture.

Concepts and models of language learning motivation

motivation is generally considered one of the most important factors in-
fluencing the decision to begin learning a second language, persistence with it 
as well as progress in and effectiveness of the learning process. in theories of 
second language acquisition the notion of motivation is commonly understood 
as a complex of factors that include aspirations to achieve certain goals through 
knowledge of a specific language, readiness to make and sustain an effort to 
achieve those goals as well as attitudes and beliefs about language acquisition 
and foreign language communities (gardner, 1985, 2006; klein, 1986; dörnyei, 
1998, 2003; csizér & dörnyei, 2005). however, the multi-factorial complexity of 
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this notion means that “studying motivation necessarily means slicing off a small 
piece of the theoretical pie” (macintyre, 2002, p. 55). therefore, the last several 
decades have seen the emergence of many different conceptions and models of 
motivation in second (foreign) language acquisition.

the most significant conception which for many years had – and still has – a 
major influence on research into motivation in second language acquisition is the 
socio-educational model (gardner, 1985; see also, for example, chambers, 1999; 
dörnyei, 2005). this model is grounded on the assumption that foreign language 
learning is different in many respects from learning other fields because language 
contributes to the social nature of human beings and constitutes an important ele-
ment of their identity. here, motivation is treated as a combination of motivational 
intensity (power), willingness to learn a specific language and learning attitudes 
(gardner & tremblay, 1994).

the main role in this model is played by the integrativeness and instrumental-
ity factors. the concept of integrativeness “reflects a genuine interest in learning 
the second language in order to come closer to the other language community” 
(gardner, 2001, p. 5). it means not only a willingness to master the language, 
but also the other community’s culture, to understand its various aspects, to get 
to know people, to make contact with them, as well as a willingness to involve 
oneself in the functioning of the other language community. this motivational 
concept also involves the aspiration to achieve not only relative bilingualism, 
but also relative biculturality (gardner, 2001). another motivational factor from 
the socio-educational model is the concept of instrumentality. in this case the 
second language and its culture are treated more as a tool helping to achieve 
personal goals, such as getting an attractive job, enhancing one’s chances on the 
job market or improving one’s social status thanks to better education or gaining 
extra skills. second language learning is often accompanied by this motivational 
factor because knowledge of foreign languages is also useful in solving various 
practical problems, such as gaining access to specialist literature or coping during 
a visit to a foreign country where not everyone knows other languages (gard-
ner, macintyre, 1995). however, these two second language orientations are not 
treated as a motivational dichotomy, but as one of many motivational attitudes. 
the socio-psychological model also includes other motivation molding factors, 
such as attitudes toward foreign language communities, interest in the culture of 
those communities, a general interest in foreign languages, social environment 
effects or anxiety about using the learned foreign language.

another conception is the self-determination model – a general motivation 
theory based on the intrinsic and extrinsic motivation dichotomy which is also 
applied to second language acquisition (deci, ryan, 1985; ryan, deci, 2000). In-
trinsic motivation is the effect of personal experience, aspiration, desire, positive 
feelings and emotions as well as a sense of autonomy. this type of motivation is 
considered optimal. Extrinsic motivation is molded by external stimuli, threats, 
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pressure, rules of conduct and rewards as well as assimilation of external influ-
ences with the personal needs, values and norms of the person learning a foreign 
language (deci & ryan, 1985).

the third group of factors influencing second language acquisition are variables 
creating the constructivist model: attitudes toward teaching methods, didactic ma-
terials, teachers’ modes of action and behavior, situations in the classroom group, 
and also the interests, personal experiences, aspirations for success or achievements 
of the persons learning a foreign language (e.g. crookes, schmidt, 1991; oxford, 
shearin, 1994; williams, Burden, 1997).

a model attempting to combine the aforementioned three factor groups that 
shape motivation in second language acquisition is the process conception of the 
L2 Motivational Self System (dörnyei, 2005, 2009; dörnyei et al., 2006).

however, socio-psychological and classroom/teaching factors largely consti-
tute two separate areas for motivation in foreign language learning. they have a 
significant impact on learning effectiveness, on account of social attitudes on the 
one hand and didactic strategies on the other (see gardner, 2007). certainly, there 
is no clear and unambiguous boundary between them; socio-psychological factors 
are considered in constructivist approaches as well, and learning behaviors are also 
elements of research and on creating socio-cultural attitudes; what is decisive here 
is concentration on one or the other sphere of motivational factors.

this study concentrates on socio-psychological questions, but also takes into 
account behaviors and activities connected with learning a specific language.

Hypothesized model

in accordance with the principle of structural equation modeling, the process of 
creating the initial model was based on previous research in the field of l2-learning 
motivation and educational psychology (gardner et al., 1999; csizér & dörnyei, 
2005; dörnyei, 2005, 2009; dörnyei et al., 2006; gardner, 2007). the hypothesized 
model is presented in Figure 1. it includes the following factors: social environ-
mental influences, educational goals, attitudes and beliefs concerning language 
communities and learning behaviors. as adverted above, the relationships in the 
proposed hypothesized model presented in Figure 1 are based chiefly on the theo-
retical models reviewed previously as well as the research results from the data 
and analyses conducted by dörnyei et al. (see dörnyei et al., 2006).

on the grounds of robert gardner’s socio-educational model (1985; 2010), the 
two most frequently researched concepts of language learning motivation, integra-
tiveness and instrumentality, were directly connected with motivational behaviors 
(e.g. choice of language and intended learning effort) in empirical studies. attitudes 
toward language communities arising from psycho-social tradition were also a 
source of integrativeness. in addition, it was assumed that instrumentality was 
directly and indirectly influenced by Parental encouragement on account of the 
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perception of pragmatic, socially constructed benefits, but also linked to attitudes 
toward l2 communities because of practical expectations concerning the second 
language being dependent on the perceived importance of the l2 found in earlier 
motivation theories (see csizér & dörnyei, 2005).

in light of past research, dörnyei et al. (2006) also suggested links between 
linguistic self-confidence and Parental encouragement as well as between lin-
guistic self-confidence and cultural interest. it was suggested that linguistic 
self-confidence is influenced by the beliefs of a learner’s close environment. the 
paths of linguistic self-confidence and attitudes toward l2 communities were 
also hypothesized to be mediated through cultural interest.

it needs noting that the proposed hypothesized model is based to a consider-
able degree on english language studies. Because attitudes and beliefs concerning 
language communities and language status will be different with reference to the 
german language, it cannot be supposed that the model is independent of the type 
of language, therefore it would be justified to modify the proposed hypothesized 
model.

Method 

Participants

the participants in the survey were 100 students of german (40 boys and 60 
girls); 60 of the respondents lived in warsaw and 40 in Piaseczno, a small town 
near warsaw. the students typically started learning german between the age 
of 11 and 15. they were all between 16 and 18 years old and studied in a general 
secondary school (two public ones – in Piaseczno and warsaw – and one private 

Figure 1. schematic representation of the initial hypothesized model
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one in warsaw) where it is possible to choose one of several additional second 
languages (besides english). all of the participants had been previously learn-
ing german for approximately 1-8 years. table 1 summarizes the participants’ 
characteristics.

Materials and procedure

Quantitative data were collected from the participants with the use of a ques-
tionnaire adapted (partially) from (1) the Attitude/Motivation Test Battery (gardner, 
2004) and (2) the Language Orientation Questionnaire (dornyei & clément, 2001). 
the questionnaire used in this study contained 23 items and a 7-point likert scale. 
the statements were intended to cover the following variables:

Integrativeness (3 statements) – interest in learning german in order to interact, 
meet and socialize with members of german language communities. example: 
“learning german is important to me because it will enable me to better un-
derstand and appreciate the german way of life.”

Instrumentality (2 statements) – interest in learning german in order to achieve 
utilitarian benefits such as better jobs or higher social status. example: “learn-
ing german is important to me because it will be useful in getting a good job.”

Cultural interest (2 statements) – attitudes to german culture, cultural products 
and events. example: “german-speaking countries have a rich cultural heri-
tage.”

Attitudes to German language communities (3 statements) – statements concerning 
the austrian, german and swiss communities’ role in today’s world. example: 
“i would like to know more native german speakers.”

Parental encouragement (3 statements) – the extent to which parents encourage 
their children to learn german. example: “my parents encourage me to practice 
my german as much as possible.”

table 1. demographic data

Public school 
students

in Piaseczno

Public school 
students

in warsaw

Private school 
students

in warsaw
total

n 40 38 22 100
mean age 17;1 17;6 16;7 17;3

gender
male (n) 13 18 9 40
Female (n) 27 20 13 60

mean time of learning german
(number of semesters)

5.55 11.00 6.59 7.85
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Language learning attitudes (3 statements) – the extent to which the secondary 
school students are willing to learn foreign languages. example: “i would really 
like to learn many foreign languages.”

Linguistic self-confidence (3 statements) – the level of confidence in german learning 
and use. example: “i would feel uneasy speaking german with a native speaker.”

Motivated learning behavior (4 statements) – persistence in language study, in-
tended learning effort, enjoyment derived from learning german. example: 
“if german were not taught in my school, i would try to take german lessons 
somewhere else.”

the selected schools were first approached with an official letter that provided 
information about the purpose of the survey. the questionnaire was personally 
delivered to the schools, where the principals distributed them among german 
teachers and collected the completed questionnaires. students participated in the 
study voluntarily. the questionnaires were filled in during class time and the re-
spondents were given as much time as they needed to complete the questionnaire. 
table 2 presents the cronbach’s α reliability coefficients of the scales based on the 
data collected from the study.

Data analysis

the accumulated data were prepared for structural equation modeling (sem) 
using the amos 18 package. the parameter estimation process was based on the 
method of maximum likelihood (ml). in general, a structural equation model is 
composed of two parts: the measurement model and the structural model (kun-
nan, 1998; konarski, 2009). at the measurement phase – a variant of confirmatory 
factor analysis of relationships between latent and measured variables – a certain 

table 2. the reliability coefficients for the questionnaire scales, means and standard 
deviations

scales cronbach’s α mean / sd

integrativeness 0.83 4.56 / 1.17
instrumentality 0.74 4.21 / 1.13
cultural interest 0.73 3.26 / 1.43
attitudes to the german language communities 0.81 4.49 /  1.18
Parental encouragement 0.77 4.04 / 1.42
language learning attitudes 0.71 3.92 / 1.29
linguistic self-confidence 0.71 3.70 / 1.49
motivated learning behavior 0.83 4.88 / 1.30
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number of modifications were made in order to assure the basic requirements of 
the model: some observable variables from the questionnaire items were deleted 
and some intra-scale correlational paths were inserted between the items.

several criteria were used to evaluate the validity of the final structural 
model. according to the conventions of structural equation modeling and chi-
square statistics, the use of which for such a sample can be debatable, other 
coefficients were also applied, such as the chi-square to degrees of freedom ratio 
(χ2/df ), factor loadings and residuals, and overall model fit indices. to answer 
the question whether the parameter values correspond to the input covariance 
matrix, the following indices were chosen (konarski, 2009): gFi (goodness of Fit 
index), nFi (normal Fit index), cFi (comparative Fit index), iFi (incremental 
Fit index), tli (tucker-lewis index) and rmsea (root mean square error of 
approximation). the index value >.90  is usually considered a satisfactory level 
of fitness. in the case of the last index, rmsea, a value below 0.05 is regarded 
as a very good evaluation.

Results

the established hypothesized model turned out unsatisfactory. due to insuf-
ficient fit of the initial model (among other things, cFi = 0.922 but gFi = 0.848), 
it was modified. some relationships also proved not to be significant. therefore, 

Figure 2. schematic representation of the final model with standardized estimates
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they were removed from the model and a slightly different system of paths was 
arranged. the final model contains ten significant relationships. Figure 2 shows a 
schematic presentation of the final model with standardized estimates.

the chi-square to degrees of freedom ratio (χ2/df) is lower than the usually 
recommended value of <2 (Byrne, 1989; konarski, 2009). however, it is advisable 
that the analysis should be based on more than one fit index, therefore these results 
also rely on alternative fit indices and these all indicate a good fit (see table 3). it 
can be determined that the final model creates an appropriate representation of 
data from this study.

Discussion

the final model indicates that motivated learning Behavior is directly af-
fected by three latent variables: linguistic self-confidence, integrativeness and 
language learning attitudes. the direct connection between an integrative 
variable and a learning behavior variable lends support to the hypothesis on the 
role of integrativeness in motivational attitudes toward second language learn-
ing (gardner, 2001, 2007; lamb, 2004; dörnyei et al., 2006).  Because integrative 
motivation includes openness to german culture and the community using this 
language, it seems likely that it may be associated more strongly with attaining 
the ultimate level of achievement than other motivational types. the motivation 
of school learning may encourage the acquisition of individual elements of the 
language, but attaining full language competence requires more commitment. 
Based on the results of this study, it may be assumed that integrative motivation 
can support such a need.

table 3. selected fit measures for the final model

index current level accepted level

χ2 χ2
(219)

 = 206.49; p = 0.086 p > 0.05
χ2/df 1.147 < 2
gFi 0.935 > 0.90
nFi 0.924 > 0.90
cFi 0.965 > 0.90
iFi 0.967 > 0.90
tli 0.959 > 0.90
rmsea 0.039 < 0.05

Note. gFi = goodness of Fit index; nFi = normal Fit index; cFi = comparative Fit index; iFi = in-
cremental Fit index; tli = tucker-lewis index; rmsea = root mean square error of approximation
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another important factor in the model is Parental encouragement, because it 
affects instrumentality, attitudes to the german language communities and lan-
guage learning attitudes. this means that the degree to which the family values 
knowledge of the german language determines the extent of information about 
language communities and culture and the benefits of language knowledge. the 
influence of parents, which is exerted through the range of information that learn-
ers receive about the language culture and community, indicates that motivation to 
learn a language is related to factors external to the students. therefore students’ 
attitudes and motivated behavior should be perceived in the social context that 
determines the instrumental values related to using a language.

instrumentality is one of the most popular antecedent motivational attitudes. in 
this case the second language and its culture are treated more as a tool helping to 
achieve personal goals. many studies (e.g. gardner, 1985, 2006; dörnyei et al., 2006) 
suggest that also for relatively young teenage learners the pragmatic benefits related 
to learning german have an important role in influencing attitudes to the l2. in this 
model instrumentality is not directly related to motivated learning Behavior, it is 
affected through Parental encouragement and plays a role in influencing motivated 
behavior through the internalization of instrumental values into integrativeness.

the results of this study suggest that with reference to the german language, 
Polish secondary school teachers should familiarize themselves with the attitude 
of the family to their children learning german because they can put more energy 
into language learning. unsupportive family attitudes can considerably hinder the 
process of language acquisition.

one rather surprising element of this model is the negative relationship between 
Parental encouragement and linguistic self-confidence as well as the negative 
effect of self-confidence on motivated learning Behavior (in comparison with, 
e.g., csizér & dörnyei, 2005; dörnyei et al., 2006). linguistic self-confidence is de-
fined in terms of self-perception of second language competence and a low level 
of anxiety (macintyre et. al., 1998). Based on the results it might be hypothesized 
that the individual’s feelings and convictions related to language competence in-
volve considerable uncertainty about using the second language, above all in direct 
contacts with native speakers.

the devised model can probably be generalized only for Polish secondary school 
students learning german, and not for other second language learners. therefore it 
would be advisable to carry out research among older learners as well as with reference 
to l2 self-concept and learning as well as learning experience (dörnyei, 2009, 2010).
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