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This study aimed at investigating the effects of grade level and gender on the
process of foreign language learning among high school students. The
participants were 125 male (69.7%) and 81 female (39.3%) high school
students attending different grades in Bosnia and Herzegovina. The research
showed that there is a statistically significant difference between female and
male students in the process of foreign language learning, with males
experiencing more difficulties in the process. On the other hand, the analysis
indicated that grade level does not have a significant effect on foreign
language learning, as the students of all grades seemed to encounter similar
difficulties in the process. The Pearson correlation coefficient was also
measured and it showed a positive correlation between the impact of foreign
language learning on the mother tongue and foreign language learning
motivation, on the one hand, and the impact of foreign language learning on
the mother tongue and the difficulties in using the target language, on the
other hand. This paper may be beneficial to any researcher in the field as
foreign language learning, English language learning in particular, is rising
in its importance in the Bosnian context, where the number of educational
institutions in which English is the medium of instruction increases. Thus,
research into the difficulties arising in the process should be one of the main
aims of language instructors striving to facilitate the process of foreign
language learning.
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INTRODUCTION
The world is experiencing a rapid increase in the use of
English as a medium of instruction in teaching academic
subjects in the countries where the first language is not
English (Yaman and Bećirović, 2016). Having English as a
medium of instruction (EMI) eases the process of English
language learning, as a greater knowledge of the language
itself is gained by reading the literature and material for
different courses in English. Many factors have contributed
to the significance of the mastery of the English language in
Bosnia and Herzegovina, the most important one being the
country’s aim to become a part of international pacts and
an equal member of the international community
(Bećirović, 2017). The pervasive role that English as the

lingua franca plays in all fields of modern life, from
business or science to intercultural communication (Wu,
2001), arouses people’s interest in increasing their English
language knowledge.
However, the process of learning a foreign language is
very complex and depends upon many factors, namely
cross-linguistic influences, motivation, the linguistic
environment learners find themselves in, aptitude, other
individual differences etc. (Ortega, 2013). Cross-linguistic
influences can have a positive and negative impact on
foreign language learning, as L1 can impact L2 positively
and result in a more successful language learning process
or it can impact L2 negatively and hinder the learning
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process. The impact of motivation is always positive and it
is understood as ‘the desire to initiate L2 learning and the
effort employed to sustain it’ (Ortega, 2013) or “the
combination of effort plus desire to achieve the goal of
learning the language plus favourable attitudes toward
learning the language” (Gardner, 1985). Motivation
significantly contributes to language learning and impacts
language achievement (Dörnyei, 1990; Dörnyei and
Ushioda, 2009), in particular in terms of vocabulary,
grammar, pronunciation and four basic language skills
(Gardner, 1985). The factor which can also largely
contribute to a more successful foreign language learning is
the use of language learning strategies, which make
learning a more simple, quicker, more interesting and
effective process, and at the same time more directed
towards learners themselves (Oxford, 1990). Language
learning strategies are defined as ‘specifications,
behaviours, steps, or techniques -- such as seeking out
conversation partners, or giving oneself encouragement to
tackle a difficult language task - used by students to
enhance their own learning’ (Oxford, 2003) and they help
learners to become independent and skilled (Oxford, 2003).
Language learning strategies also improve learners’ foreign
language competence and help them to gain foreign
language proficiency (O’Malley and Chamot, 1990). Still
both of these factors are very often absent from foreign
language classrooms (Beck et al., 1989), which greatly
contributes to learners’ low proficiency.
The present study investigated how female and male
students, as well as students at different grade levels differ
in the process of foreign language learning. The study
focused on motivation, cross-linguistic influences, learning
strategies, and their relationships with the difficulties that
may slow down or even stop the pace of the process among
high school students.
The importance of gender and grade level in the
process of FLA
Gender is one of the most commonly researched factors
impacting foreign language learning (Andreou et al., 2005)
and it is one of the topics commonly discussed in
educational, linguistic and psychological research (Rizvić
and Bećirović, 2017; Catalan, 2003; Woolfolk, 2014). Every
in-depth research into foreign language learning commonly
takes into account gender differences. Thus, achievement
on the tests measuring specific abilities has been shown to
depend upon gender differences (Woolfolk, 2014), as males
achieve more variable results, which often range from very
low to rather high, than females. Likewise, Ekstrom (1994)
analysed students’ achievement in English and math
lessons and the results showed that females had better
grades in these subjects than males. Kimball (1989)
indicated that girls' better behaviour in the classroom and
differential teacher expectations might lead to their higher
achievement. On the other hand, their higher test anxiety
might be related to their lower test achievement (Tobias,
1978). Voyer and Voyer (2014) conducted large-scale

research where they followed a continuation of educational
processes in more than 30 countries. The research showed
that the grades obtained by female students were
consistently higher than the grades obtained by male
students and the grade differences between girls and boys
were largest for language courses and slightest for math
and science (Voyer and Voyer, 2014). Despite greater
achievement of female students, in particular in the process
of foreign language learning, gender differences in that
respect did not seem to be significant (Bećirović, 2017).
Gender seems to impact students’ motivation as female
students seem to be more motivated than male students in
the process of foreign language learning and thus achieve
better results (Aslan, 2009; Bećirović, 2017; Balenović,
2011). Likewise, female students seem to use learning
strategies more than male students (Bećirović et al., 2017;
Green and Oxford, 1995; Oxford and Nyikos, 1989; Razi,
2008; Sheorey, 2006; Poole, 2009), which might also
contribute to their greater achievement in the process of
foreign language learning. However, some studies pointed
to the greater usage of learning strategies by male students
(Baily, 1996), while the others showed that some strategy
types are used more by females, and the other by males
(Cogmen and Saracaloglu, 2009; Goh and Foong, 1997; Lee,
2012; Xu, 2004), which points to the fact that gender ought
not to be observed solely and independently of other
factors and that more factors ought to be taken into
consideration in any research of foreign language learning.
Grade level is also considered to be an important factor in
the process of language learning, as the learning process
hugely depends on the age of individual learners. Older
learners are believed to use learning strategies more
frequently than younger learners, and these two learner
groups are shown to differ in the types of strategies they
use (Oxford, 1990). Thus, mature older learners use more
metacognitive strategies, which are used to coordinate the
learning process, whereas younger learners use social
strategies, which help them to achieve better results by
learning through establishing social contacts in the process
of language learning (Lawrence, 2007).
This paper investigated the problems arising in the
process of foreign language learning, English language
learning in particular, among high-school students in the
Bosnian EFL context. It focused on the factors that are
assumed to have a profound impact on foreign language
learning, namely gender and grade level. The identification
of those factors and their impact on the process enable
better understanding of the situations and steps that need
to be taken in order to create a better learning environment
as well as to improve the existing one. Quantitative
research methods of data collection and analysis were
applied. The following research questions guided the study:
1. Is there a significant difference in foreign language
learning difficulties between learners characterized
according to gender?
2. Is there a significant difference in foreign language
learning difficulties by learners characterized according to
high school grades?
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Table 1. Descriptive analysis of participants
Gender
Grade level
Total

N
81
125
43
37
72
54
206

Female
Male
First
Second
Third
Fourth

Percentage
39.3
60.7
20.9
18.0
35.0
26.2
100

Table 2. Descriptive results
Overall Implications
Foreign language impact on mother tongue
Motivation Implications
School environment
Target Language difficulties

N
206
206
206
206
206

3. Is there a significant correlation among different
subscales of foreign language learning implications?
The following null hypotheses were tested:
H01 There is no significant difference in foreign language
learning difficulties between learners characterized
according to gender.
H02 There is no significant difference in foreign language
learning difficulties between learners characterized
according to high school grades.
H03 There is no significant correlation among different
subscales of foreign language learning implications.
Participants
The research sample consisted of 206 high school student
participants attending all four high-school grades. The
participants were 125 males (60.7 %) and 81 females
(39.3%), all of them Bosnians by nationality. A detailed
summary of the sample according to the study group and
gender is presented Table 1.
Instruments and procedure
The study was conducted using a survey method through
the questionnaire. The questionnaire had two sections, i.e.
Rebecca Oxford’s Strategy Inventory for Language Learning
(Oxford, 1990), and Dörnyei 's Motivation items used in
the 2013 Chinese survey (You and Dörnyei, 2016). The
questionnaire consisted of 40 statements in the 5-point
Likert scale, ranging from strongly agree to strongly
disagree. It was composed of four subscales, namely the
impact of foreign language learning on the mother tongue
(α = 0.51), foreign language learning motivation (α = 0.50),
the negative impact of school environment and atmosphere
(α = 0.97), difficulties in learning the target language (α =
0.86).

Min.
2.21
1.50
1.80
2.00
1.64

Max.
4.57
5.00
5.00
4.80
5.00

Mean
3.27
3.25
3.42
3.10
3.28

SD
.48
.66
.66
.47
.68

Data analysis
Data were analysed using the Statistical Package for Social
Sciences (SPSS, v. 22). Following the guidelines for the
questionnaire analysis, frequencies and means, including
the subscales, were computed to ascertain the types and
frequencies of the implications carried by the participants.
Firstly, the descriptive analysis including means, standard
deviation and frequencies was conducted. Then, the
Independent Samples T-Test and One Way ANOVA were
used to show the differences between study groups.
RESULTS
Descriptive results
Table 2 shows the descriptive results of questionnaire’s
subscales which examined the implications most commonly
incorporated in students’ language learning. The subscales
presented in the table were made up based on the field each
question fits in, namely mother tongue implications,
motivation implications, school environment implications,
and target language difficulties implications.
Results of descriptive statistics indicate that all four
compared subscales had very similar means. However, the
highest mean score (M = 3.42, SD = .66) was achieved on
the motivation implications subscale, followed by the target
language difficulties subscale (M = 3.28, SD = .68), then by
the implications based on the impact of the second
language on the mother tongue (M = 3.25, SD = .66), and in
the end by the school environment implications (M = 3.28,
SD = .68). Based on these results, we can conclude that the
main factor that causes implications in students’ language
acquisition process is motivation, and the factor that causes
the least number of implications is school environment.
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Table 3. Differences based on gender
Gender
Female

N
81

Mean
3.16

SD
.44

Male

125

3.34

.49

p
.009

Table 4. Differences based on study groups
Grades
First grade
Second grade
Third grade
Fourth grade
Total
Significance

N
43
39
70
54
206

Our first research question focuses on the differences
between males and females in foreign language learning.
By using the Independent Samples T-Test the first null
hypothesis stating that there is no significant difference in
foreign language learning difficulties between learners
characterized according to gender was tested. The results
indicate that there was a significant difference in foreign
language learning difficulties t (204) = -2.64, p = .009, d =
0.39 between females (M = 3.16, SD = .44) and males (M =
3.34, SD = .49), thus rejecting the first hypothesis. The male
group had a higher mean (M = 3.34) than the female group
(M = 3.16), which means that male students have more
implications in the process of foreign language learning
than female students and the differences between two
genders in that respect are not due to chance(Table 3).
The second research question focused on the differences
in foreign language learning difficulties between highschool students studying at different grade levels. For that
type of measurement, a one-way ANOVA test was used.
A one-way between subjects ANOVA was conducted to
compare foreign language learning difficulties among
students attending different grade levels. There was an
insignificant difference at p > .05 between the students
F (3.20) = 1.99, p = .116. η² = .029, with the second-grade
students having the highest mean (M = 3.40, SD =0.50) and
the third-year students the lowest mean (M = 3.19, SD =
0.52). Therefore, the statistical analysis has shown that
grade level does not have a significant effect on foreign
language learning difficulties, thus supporting the second
null hypothesis (Table 4).
To test the third hypothesis stating that no correlation
exists between different subscales of foreign language
learning difficulties, the Pearson correlation coefficient was
employed to measure the correlation between: the impact
of the foreign language on the mother tongue, foreign
language learning motivation, school environment
implications, and difficulties in target language learning.
According to the results of the data analysis, the
correlation between the foreign language impact on the

Mean
3.22
3.40
3.19
3.33
3.27

SD
.40
.50
.52
.46
.48

p

.116

mother tongue and motivation for foreign language
learning is positive and significant, r (n = 206) = .23, p >
.001, as well as the correlation between foreign language
impact on the mother tongue and difficulties in learning the
target language, r = .58, n = 206, p > .001. The correlation
between the foreign language impact on the mother tongue
and school environment was insignificant, r (n = 206) = .005, p = .942. The highest correlation coefficient was
displayed between difficulties in learning the target
language and foreign language impact on the mother
tongue.
As for the foreign language learning motivation, it was
shown to have a positive correlation with three other
subscales. The correlation between foreign language
learning motivation and school environment was
insignificant r (n = 206) = .02, p = .773, whereas the
correlation between motivation and target language
difficulties was significant and moderate r (n = 206) = .47, p
> .001. An insignificant correlation was found between the
school environment subscale and the impact of foreign
language on the mother tongue, r (n=206) = -.06, p = .942,
and there was a low positive and insignificant correlation
between school environment implications subscales and
target language difficulties, r (n = 206) = .15, p = .034. The
highest correlation was found between the impact of
foreign language on the mother tongue subscale and the
target language difficulties subscale r (n = 206) = .58, p >
.001.(Table 5).
DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION
The focus of this study was to determine whether gender
and grade level have any effect on foreign language learning
difficulties. The first null hypothesis suggested that there is
no significant difference in foreign language learning
difficulties between learners characterized according to
gender. However, the results revealed that the mean
measured for the male participants was significantly higher,
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Table 5. Correlation analysis between foreign language learning subscales
1. Foreign language impact on
mother tongue
2. Motivation implications
3. School environment
implications
4. Target language difficulties

1
1
.237**
.001
-.005
.942
.580**
.000

which indicates that male participants experience more
difficulties in foreign language learning than female
students do, which is not to be ascribed to a pure chance.
These results were rather unexpected due to the specificity
of the Bosnian context, which is not gender-biased in the
aspect of communication (Bećirović, 2012), as males and
females have equal opportunities to communicate. In some
other societies, such as Pakistan, which is a strongly maledominated society, males are more willing to communicate
in English and are overall more often provided with the
opportunity to speak more than their female colleagues
(Arshad et al., 2015). The results also diverge from the
other study findings conducted in Serbia, the country
neighbouring Bosnia and Herzegovina, where gender
differences have also been shown to be insignificant in the
process of foreign language learning (Brdarević and Asotić,
2017). However, this study was conducted among
elementary-school students, which seems to be important
since different results were obtained when the effect of
gender on foreign language learning, or more specifically on
the use of learning strategies, was measured among the
university-level students, which showed a significant
difference in the use of strategies between students of
different genders (Bećirović et al., 2017). Since our results
showed that male students experience significantly more
difficulties in learning English as a foreign language,
instructors should take these findings into consideration
and change their teaching approaches. Instructors should
reflect on their teaching practice and find out the most
effective way to work with their male students.
The second hypothesis was supported, as the results
indicated no significant difference between the students at
different grade levels in foreign language learning
difficulties they encounter. The second-grade students and
then the fourth-grade students, followed by the first and
then the third grade students achieved the highest mean
score. It is rather interesting to notice that the greatest
difference exists between the second and third grade
students and that the third-grade students achieved the
lowest mean. The results diverge from the findings
obtained in Bećirović et al. (2017) and Brdarević and
Asotić (2017), where grade level had a significant effect on
the use of language learning strategies and the overall
process of foreign language learning. This is rather

2
.237**
.001
1
.020
.773
.465**
.000

3
-.005
.942
.020
.773
1
.148*
.034

4
.580**
.000
.465**
.000
.148*
.034
1

interesting, as the research conducted in Brdarević and
Asotić (2017) included elementary-school students and in
Bećirović et al. (2017) university-level students, whereas in
the current study high-school students were included.
Understanding the effect of grade level on academic
achievement is important because grade level may have an
effect on schools’ practices and policies such as curriculum
development or classes resizing (Dhuey, 2011). We had
expected that the first-grade students would achieve the
highest mean score since they are at the beginning of their
high-school studies, facing new English language courses
and materials. However, this was not the case in this study
as the first-year students achieved a lower mean than both
the second-year and fourth-year students. This is rather
surprising as the second-grade students use upperintermediate English language books and are commonly
very productive, whereas the fourth-year students even use
the advanced English language books. Even though the
difference is insignificant, instructors ought to identify the
reasons why students experience more difficulties with
respect to foreign language learning in the fourth grade of
their high school than in the first grade. Teaching content
could be a plausible reason. However, instructors should
find out the way to surmount these difficulties and make
their instructions more effective.
The third hypothesis stated that there is no significant
correlation among different subscales of foreign language
learning implications, namely the impact of foreign
language on the mother tongue subscale, motivation for
foreign language learning subscale, school environment
subscale and target language difficulties subscale. The
Pearson correlation coefficient showed that there was a
significant positive correlation between all these subscales,
apart from the correlation between the impact of foreign
language on the mother tongue subscale and the school
environment subscale. Thus, the null hypothesis was not
supported except in the case of the two aforementioned
subscales, whose correlation was rather low. The strongest
correlation (r = .58, p > .001) was also measured between
the foreign language impact on the mother tongue subscale
and the school environment subscale. The results might
help instructors to plan their lessons effectively and to
organize teaching activities so that they systematically and
directly reduce the implications of learning English as a
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foreign language.
Our research findings can assist English language
teachers in planning, preparing and implementing the
English language instruction. Any research into foreign
language learning difficulties provides clear indicators of
what precisely students do when they have difficulties in
learning English as a foreign language and in acquiring
knowledge in other matters with English as the medium of
instruction. Teachers can use the research outcomes and
conclusions of the current study in the process of class
preparation and course implementation in general with the
aim of adequately stimulating students to avoid doing
things that stop their progress and consequently to achieve
significant results in learning English as a foreign language.
Considering how important the concept of implications is
in the process of learning another language, it is crucial for
language teachers to understand the range of variables that
might wield some influence on implications, both personal
and situational (Sinanović and Bećirović, 2016). With this
awareness and with this knowledge in mind, it is easier for
them to set pedagogical standards and organize their
classroom and learning environment as to minimize the
possibility for implications and any mishaps in the
acquisition process and, by this, facilitate language learning
process to its maximums. To do this it is important to
organize and design language classes so that they contain a
lot of authentic information, many opportunities for
students to communicate, and many activities that will
require them to do so.
As for further research, we recommend that similar
research into difficulties surrounding the process of foreign
language learning be conducted in which participants of
different ages, and backgrounds, especially in the EFL
context, will be involved. It might also be very useful to
conduct a longitudinal study that would follow up the
cohort of student participants in this study as they progress
in their education to gain more insight into their usage of
strategies.
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