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Abstract—People acquire knowledge in different ways depending on their predispositions or aspirations. 
Students who are good at mathematics and technical sciences might approach the English language learning 
differently from the students studying at faculties of social sciences and humanities.  
Therefore, a survey was conducted among the students of three faculties: the Libertas Business School in 
Kutina, the Faculty of Food Technology and Biotechnology and the Faculty of Electrical Engineering and 
Computing in Zagreb with the purpose of statistical data analysis showing how students of different 
specialisations approached learning grammar and vocabulary and what their attitudes were toward the 
importance of English both in their everyday life and in their profession, taking their study course into account. 
The paper also calculates the correlation between the estimated knowledge and knowledge of specialised 
vocabulary shown in written test.   
The results show slight differences in attitudes and preferred method of language learning in relation to the 
specific study programme. The differences in terms of gender have been shown to be insignificant. The 
students of Electrical Engineering and Computing and of Business Economics find the knowledge of English 
more important for their profession than the students of Food Technology and Biotechnology. The students, who 
estimated their knowledge of English to be better and had no difficulties expressing their opinion and attitudes 
in English, also achieved better results in the written vocabulary test. 

Index Terms—English language acquisition, manners, knowledge, students, English learning. 

INTRODUCTION 
In recent years and especially in the area of English for Specific Purposes (ESP) there has been 

considerable research into the questions of learner-centred approaches to teaching. To this end 
very useful data have been published in relation to learning strategies (Oxford, 1990), teaching 
approaches (Richards & Rogers, 2001), motivation (Balenović, 2011; Mihaljević Djigunović & 
Bagarić, 2008), as well as curriculum design (Tomlinson, 2010). However, due to the limitation of 
number of pages of this paper, we focus on relevant findings and theory in support of the specific 
analysis of the paper. In a recent IATEFL conference (2013) a chapter was dedicated to preparing 
learners for the workforce in which Michael Carrier (Carrier, Milanovic, Nunan & Bailey ch.9, p.151) 
stated that “Over one billion people are learning English, and they realise the economic value of 
having high levels of proficiency. Possessing English skills can improve salary levels by 20 to 40 per 
cent”. In order to help students achieve their career goals, educators pay attention to the learning 
processes and preferences of their students and the factors influencing their performance. 

In his book Second Language Acquisition and Second Language Learning (1981), Stephen 
Kreshen looks at the effect of learner aptitude and attitude as statistically independent factors in 
second language acquisition (SLA), concluding that there is a strong correlation between positive 
attitude and language proficiency and that attitude is the “best predictor of success: this measure 
can best be described as an indication of how student perceives his individual language situation 
and his general attitude toward learning the language in this particular situation” (Kreshen, 1981, 
ch.2, p. 33). Svalberg (2012) points out the importance of measuring language awareness and 
engagement with language, reminding that “the interaction between the learner and the 
environment takes place through the learner’s perceptions and actions and creates (positive or 
negative) conditions for learning” (p. 377). The knowledge and understanding of learner 
preferences and attitudes make significant contributions to how educators plan and implement 
their course design. Having in mind the global spread of English, particularly in the workplace, 
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researchers around the world made an effort to analyse how students learn and achieve good or 
bad results with the purpose of understanding learning processes and preparing students for their 
future careers. Reflecting on ESP teaching approaches in Russia Pavel V. Sysoyev (2000) states that 
“many problems in L2 classes are a result of teachers not paying attention to learners’ interests and 
ignoring students as a source of essential information” (http://iteslj.org/Techniques/Sysoyev-
ESP.html),  urging that teachers turn to their students in order to gain valuable information in course 
design and teaching methodology. In his doctoral thesis Barakat Humound Makrami (2010) offers 
an interesting overview of the development of ESP in Saudi Arabia in which “the dominant 
methodology for teaching/learning English is the grammar translation or the traditional method” (p. 
5). In his comparative study of learner attitude, motivation and anxiety in students of English for 
general purposes (EGP) and ESP, the results in one instance showed that students after taking an 
ESP course were less motivated and had lower levels of attitude toward learning English than the 
students who underwent an EGP course, demonstrating the need for further research into course 
design and teaching methodology in the ESP field. In their comprehensive study of research on the 
influences of age and gender in foreign language acquisition Shakouri and Saligheh (2012) 
concluded that although there are aspects of language learning in which these play a significant 
role, for example “female students did better on female topics” (p. 5) and that younger learners 
coped best with pronunciation, there are a range of other even more significant aspects to 
acquiring foreign language proficiency, compared to which age and gender played a minimal 
role. 

A recent study in Croatia (Jakovac & Kamenov, 2012) showed that Croatian learners have low 
levels of motivation and use an average of 2 learning strategies in their attempts to acquire ESP. 
The authors, having conducted research with students at the Faculty of Transport and Traffic 
Sciences in Zagreb, suggested that the levels of motivation and attitude toward learning ESP might 
be different in students specialised in fields in which competence in English is perceived as a highly 
valuable factor in developing a career. 

The aim of this paper is to show results of research conducted with students at undergraduate study 
courses of Business Economic, Electrical Engineering and Computing and Food Technology and 
Biotechnology in relation to their learning preferences and attitudes toward learning the English 
language. The research also shows the correlations of specialisation and gender with student 
attitude and achievement, as well as the correlation of student achievement with attitude toward 
English. 

In order to test achievement, a test was conducted in which students showed written knowledge of 
specialised vocabulary in English related to their specific fields of study, hence the limitations of 
research are that students were not tested to demonstrate achievement in other areas such as 
grammar, communication or other skills, which for the purposes of this paper would have been too 
comprehensive. 

DATA AND METHODOLOGY 

The research was conducted in January 2014 on the sample of first year students studying at 
three different faculties at University of Zagreb: Faculty of Food Technology and Biotechnology 28, 
Business Economics 33 and Faculty of Electrical Engineering and Computing 35. Out of the total of 
96 students 49 of them were females and 47 males. 
The students completed a survey which consisted of four parts: the first part examined the manners 
they use for learning the language, the second one was an arbitrary assessment of their 
knowledge, the third part dealt with their attitudes towards the importance of English language 
learning, and the fourth part checked their vocabulary. The first and the third part of a survey are 
presented in Appendix. 
A chi-square test was used in order to examine the learning style differences according to the 
students' study course and gender (questions 1-5). We used it to test if paired observations on two 
variables, expressed in a contingency table, are independent of each other. 
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Spearman's rank correlation coefficient is a non-parametric measure of statistical dependence of 
two variables. We used it to examine the correlation between the estimated knowledge of students 
and the knowledge presented. 
Spearman's rank coefficient is also used to examine the correlation between the presented 
knowledge and the attitudes towards the importance of the English language (III). 
Kruskal-Wallis one way analysis of variance is a non-parametric method for testing whether samples 
originate from the same distribution. We used it to assess if the students from three different study 
courses differ in their opinions regarding the importance of the English language (III). 

RESULTS 

 
The distribution of students is shown in figure 1. 

 
Figure 1 Distribution of students according to study course and sex 

Source: author’s calculation 
 
The results of the questionnaire show that out of 96 students who participated in this research, 64 % 
of them have stated that they found it easier to learn new vocabulary, whereas 36% said that 
grammar was easier. 
When asked in which aspect of language learning they had acquired the best results, 48% of them 
said it was reading comprehension, 28% said grammar, 13% stated it was writing and 11% claimed it 
to be speaking.  
64% of students would rather learn grammar relying on their intuition, whereas 36% prefer grammar 
rules. 
74 % would like to learn about verb tenses by using a table which would contain verb tense forms, 
show how they are formed and provide examples, while only 26% of students give advantage to a 
timeline, which is basically a chronological presentation of verb tenses. 
54% of students claim they find it easier to learn a language relying on on their intuition, whereas 
46% of them require to know what verb forms are called (metalanguage). 
The students assessed their knowledge with an average mark 3.28 with a standard deviation 1.08, 
i.e. coefficient of variation 33%. 
Attitude results varying from 1 – I strongly disagree, 2 – I partially disagree, 3 – I neither agree nor 
disagree, 4 – I agree mostly to 5 – I strongly agree. 
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Table 1 Students’ attitudes 

Statement: 1 2 3 4 5 

Curriculum should incorporate 
more classes of English throughout 
students' education. 

3 6 18 34 35 

I have managed to learn most of 
English at school and university 
rather than in any other way. 

22 21 24 19 10 

English is very important for my 
future profession. 1 1 7 32 55 

English is of huge importance in 
everyday life. 0 0 7 29 60 

I use English on a daily basis and 
can express my opinion in English 
without any difficulties. 

7 24 33 20 12 

The role of a lecturer in English 
lectures at tertiary level is very 
important. 

3 2 7 28 56 

Source: author’s calculation 

Chi-square test is used in order to determine whether there is a statistically significant difference 
among the students of three study courses regarding their approaches to learning English. 
H0: there is no difference in learning styles (the first 5 questions) with regards to the faculty 
H1: there is a difference between at least two out of three groups 

Table 2 The results of Chi-square test 

Question p-value 
1 0.286 
2 0.532 
3 0.662 
4 0.059* 
5 0.339 
* statistically significant at 0.1 

Source: author’s calculation 

Based on results shown in the table 2 it can be concluded that at significant level 0.1 there is 
statistically significant difference only in the answer regarding their preferable way of learning 
English language. The students of Business Economics prefer learning the English language by using 
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the table which contains verb tense forms, shows how they are formed and provides examples and 
in which examples are presented showing the formation of a particular verb form (e.g. Present 
Perfect: present simple of the auxiliary verb to have + past participle of the main verb = have done) 
while the students of Electrical Engineering and Computing prefer timelines. The students of Food 
Technology and Biotechnology expressed no preferences. 
The same test was used to determine whether there are differences in preferences in relation to 
gender. 
H0: there is no difference in learning approaches (the first 5 questions) between men and women 
H1: there is a difference between men and women 

Table 3 The results of Chi-square test 

Question p-value 
1 0.429 
2 0.386 
3 0.954 
4 0.297 
5 0.156 

Source: author’s calculation 

Since all p-values are higher than the common α=0.05, we cannot reject the null hypothesis that 
there is no difference in learning approaches between men and women. 
The correlation between the estimated knowledge and that shown in the assessment of written 
vocabulary test shows that students had assessed has been examined. The students were asked to 
assess their knowledge with a mark ranging from insufficient (1) to excellent (5). The written 
vocabulary test contained the translation of 20 words from the field of their future profession: 10 
words had to be translated from English to Croatian and 10 words from Croatian to English. 
Spearman's rank correlation coefficient of all students was positive and relatively strong 492.0r , 

001.0p .  The students who were better at assessing their language knowledge actually showed 
better knowledge of vocabulary as well. 

 

Table 4 Spearman’s coefficients and appropriate p-values 

Faculty Spearman's coefficient (r) p-value 
Food Technology and 
Biotechology 

0.500 0.007* 

Business Economics 0.691 <0.001* 
Electrical Engineering and 
Computing 

0.318 0.063** 

* statistically significant at 0.05 ** statistically significant at 0.1 

Source: author’s calculation 

 

The students of Business Economics were the most precise in assessment of their knowledge, while 
the least precise ones were the students of Electrical Engineering and Computing. 
The correlation between the assessed knowledge and the attitudes (under III) was evaluated by a 
Spearman's rank correlation coefficient. 
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Table 5 Spearman’s coefficients and appropriate p-values 

Question Spearman's coefficient (r) p-value 
III a 0.028 0.783 
III b 0.213 0.037* 
III c 0.053 0.610 
III d 0.065 0.530 
III e 0.665 < 0.001* 
III f 0.054 0.599 
* statistically significant at 0.05 

Source: author’s calculation 

A statistically significant correlation has been noticed in questions IIIb and IIIe. The students who 
assessed their knowledge better consider to have learned more English at school and study course 
than in any other way (by watching films). Correlation coefficient is weak and positive, but 
statistically significant. 
The students who assessed their knowledge better think that they have no difficulties expressing 
their opinion and attitudes in English, are able to participate in discussions and use English on a 
daily basis. The correlation coefficient is very strong ( 665.0r ). 
The correlation between the shown knowledge and their attitudes (under III) was also evaluated by 
a Spearman coefficient: 

Table 6 Spearman’s coefficients and appropriate p-values 

Question Spearman's coefficient (r) p-value 
III a 0.105 0.307 
III b - 0.002 0.983 
III c - 0,066 0.525 
III d - 0.243 0.017* 
III e 0.556 < 0.001* 
III f - 0.009 0.933 
* statistically significant at 0.05 

Source: author’s calculation 

The students who have achieved better results and shown better language knowledge consider 
the English language to be less important than the students with poorer results. This might lead to an 
interesting hypothesis that students with a lack of English language knowledge are completely 
aware of that disadvantage, while the students who are better at English take it for granted. It is 
noteworthy of further research to investigate the overall attitudes of learners in Croatia to how they 
estimate the importance of English knowledge. 
The students with better knowledge of English consider that they are able to express their opinions 
and attitudes in English easily, that they can participate in discussions and use English on daily basis.  
By Kruskal-Wallis test it has been examined whether there are differences among their attitudes 
towards the importance of English in relation to their study course. 

 

 

Table 7 The results of Kruskal-Wallis tests 
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Question p-value 
III a 0.001* 
III b 0.462 
III c 0.011* 
III d 0.627 
III e 0.043* 
III f 0.001* 
* statistically significant at 0.05 

Source: author’s calculation 

A statistically significant difference was noticed in four out of six students' attitudes. A further post-
hoc analysis found among which study courses this difference was significant. 
There is a difference in attitudes among the three faculties in regards to whether a curriculum 
should incorporate more classes of English throughout the entire education cycle. The students of 
Electrical Engineering and Computing believe that there should be more classes of English on a 
weekly basis as opposed to their colleagues from Business Economics and Faculty of Food 
Technology and Biotechnology. 
There is a difference in assessing the importance of English for their profession. The students of 
Electrical Engineering and Computing and of Business Economics find the knowledge of English 
more important for their profession than the students of Food Technology and Biotechnology. 
There is a difference in using English on a daily basis and expressing themselves among the students 
of the three faculties. Although the students of Food Technology and Biotechnology and of 
Electrical Engineering and Computing estimate English in everyday life more important than the 
students of Business Economics, a further post-hoc analysis did not show a statistically significant 
difference. 
There is a difference in attitudes towards the role of a lecturer in lectures of the English language. 
The smallest significance to the lecturer's role is given by the students of Electrical Engineering and 
Computing, lecturers are slightly more important for the students of Food Technology and 
Biotechnology, while Business Economics students value the lecturer's role most. 

CONCLUSION 

The limitations of research conducted are that the questionnaire used to obtain results focused 
solely on the ways students of the three study courses approached learning grammar and 
vocabulary, without focus on all learning styles and strategies and all aspects of foreign language 
acquisition. Furthermore, due to time limitations only student knowledge of specialized vocabulary 
through written test was used for the comparison of their estimated knowledge and the knowledge 
acquired through the study course. This is also because this type of test is mainly used in knowledge 
assessment in the three mentioned study programmes. 
Four main conclusions can be drawn from this research. First, the majority of students opted for 
learning and easier acquisition of new vocabulary rather than grammar. 
Second, almost half of the students claim they are best at reading comprehension, while only one 
tenth consider themselves to be apt for speaking. This might have its roots in a non-communicative 
method which very often results in passive language knowledge which would explain good 
understanding of the text read and low ability to express themselves by speaking. Another plausible 
explanation is that the exposure of Croatian students to English language at a young age through 
television creates very high levels of input of language that is well above their output level.  
Third, two thirds of students would rather learn grammar without clear presentation and acquisition 
of grammar rules, whereas only a third of them would like to learn following grammar rules, which 
was actually expected. This is tightly connected to another finding of this research, which is that 
slightly less than half of students actually need metalanguage in order to acquire grammar rules. 
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Fourth, only a fourth of students would like to apply the timeline when learning verb tenses, while 
the remaining three fourths like clearly presented verb forms with example verbs attached. The first 
group (timeline supporters) are the students of Electrical Engineering and Computing, which is 
interesting and might support the thesis that people of technical professions like linear presentation 
of chronological concepts, even though it is sometimes difficult to present them in such a manner, 
due to the fact that a language is not an exact science. Further research might be directed 
toward correlating preferred specialization with individual learning styles. 
One of the aspects this research was exploring was attitude towards language learning. It must be 
said that attitude towards language learning is related to second language achievement. 
Attitudinal factors are related to conscious learning and are more closely linked to language 
acquisition. 
As far as attitudes towards language learning are concerned, it has been shown that the practical 
value plays an important role, or in other words majority of students believe they are going to need 
English language knowledge for their professional careers. 
Further, a large number of students stated that the lecturer plays an extremely important role in the 
language learning process. This belongs to the field of affective variables. The better the lecturer, 
the better the results of the learning process. 
The authors suggest that further research be conducted into possible correlations of learner 
approaches to learning a language and the area of their specialization in order to provide a 
theoretical framework to show how these results can be incorporated in specific course and 
syllabus design and teaching methodology, i.e. whether specific methods and teaching 
approaches are necessary for students of different specialized study programmes. 
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APPENDIX 

Questions from Table 2 and Table 3 

Question 
number 

Question 

1 Throughout my education I have found it easier to learn 
a) grammar 
b) new vocabulary 

2 In which learning aspect did you score the best marks: 
a) grammar 
b) text comprehension 
c) speaking 
d) writing 

3 What is your preferred way of learning grammar: 
a) by using grammar rules 
b) by relying on my auditory skills 

4 What is your preferred way of learning verb tenses: 
a) by using a table which would show verb tense building and have 
examples attached 
b) by using a timeline 

5 Do you find it easier to learn 
a) by being taught metalanguage (knowing what verb tense forms are 
called) 
b) by relying on your auditory skills 

 

Attitudes from Table 5, 6 and 7 

Attitude 
number 

Attitude 

III a Curriculum should incorporate more classes of English throughout students' 
education. 

III b I have managed to learn most of English at school and university rather than 
in any other way. 

III c English is very important for my future profession. 

III d English is of huge importance in everyday life. 

III e I use English on a daily basis and can express my opinion in English without 
any difficulties. 

III f The role of a lecturer in English lectures at tertiary level is very important. 
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