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Abstract

This study explores the relationship between language attitude and language
achievement among Chinese EFL learners, addressing the gap in empirical ev-
idence within the Chinese context. Language attitude is a crucial factor influ-
encing language learning, yet its connection to language achievement remains
underexplored in China. The study employs the latent process viewpoint as its
theoretical framework, analyzing both qualitative interviews and quantitative
data to investigate this relationship. Qualitative insights from interviews with
two students reveal how teaching methods and language policies impact stu-
dents’ attitudes and subsequent language performance. The study concludes
that there is a strong positive relationship between language attitude and lan-
guage achievement among Chinese EFL learners. It suggests that fostering
positive language attitudes through flexible teaching approaches, such as post-
method pedagogy and translanguaging strategies, can enhance language achieve-
ment. Additionally, the integration of Generative Al tools is recommended to
further support positive attitudes and improve learning outcomes. These find-
ings highlight the importance of cultivating positive language attitudes in edu-
cational practices to promote better language learning experiences and out-
comes for Chinese EFL learners.
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1. Introduction

Language attitude has long been a focal point in the field of applied linguistics due
to its multifaceted influence on various linguistic phenomena, including language
maintenance [1] [2], language policy [3] [4], bilingualism/multilingualism [2] [3],
and second language learning and acquisition [3] [5]. These areas are intercon-
nected, as attitudes shape how individuals perceive and engage with languages,
influencing both personal and societal linguistic behaviors. For instance, positive
attitudes towards a minority language can contribute to its preservation, while
negative attitudes may lead to language shift or loss [1]. Similarly, attitudes play a
crucial role in shaping language policies, determining which languages are pro-
moted or marginalized in educational and governmental contexts [4].

In the realm of second language learning, attitudes have been identified as a key
motivational factor influencing learners’ engagement, persistence, and ultimate
success [6] [7]. Positive attitudes towards the target language and its speakers can
enhance learners” motivation, leading to more effective language acquisition [8].
Conversely, negative attitudes may hinder learning by reducing learners’ willing-
ness to practice and engage with the language [9] [10]. This relationship between
language attitude and language achievement has been empirically demonstrated
in various contexts, with studies showing that positive attitudes correlate with higher
language proficiency and exam scores [10] [11].

However, although many scholars [6] [12] argue that language attitude might
be an important construct affecting learners’ language learning, little is known about
the relationship between language attitude and language achievement, especially
in the Chinese context. China’s unique linguistic environment, characterized by a
complex interplay of Mandarin, regional dialects, and English as a foreign language
(EFL), presents a distinct setting for examining the relationship between language
attitude and language achievement. The growing importance of English in China’s
education system and global interactions further underscores the need to under-
stand how attitudes influence EFL learning outcomes. This study, therefore, aims
to fill this gap by exploring the correlation between language attitude and language
achievement among Chinese EFL learners. By doing so, it seeks to provide valua-
ble insights and practical recommendations for improving EFL teaching practices

in China.

2. Literature Review

Attitude is defined as “a disposition to react favourably or unfavourably to a class
of objects” [13]. This definition implies that attitude contains an evaluative stance
on any target object. As a domain-specific concept, language attitude is regarded
as a type of attitude which places language as the item to be evaluated [12]. Fur-
ther, language attitude also refers to individuals’ themselves as well as others, which
can be favorable or unfavorable, and such attitudes towards language are associated
with a person’s language selection [14]. The former emphasizes that language at-

titude is formed based on the personal evaluation, while the latter points out that
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language attitude has various attributes, and it expands the range of language at-
titudes from a person’s own language to others’ languages. In light of the defini-
tions mentioned above, in the context of this study, the language attitude is defined
as learners’ feelings and thoughts about any languages related to them, which can
be either positive or negative.

Several theoretical viewpoints towards language attitude are proposed: (1) tri-
componential viewpoint [15]; (2) separate entities viewpoint [16]; (3) latent pro-
cess viewpoint [17]. The tri-componential viewpoint claims that attitude is a com-
bined concept with three subsections, namely behavioral, affective, and cognitive
elements [18] (see Figure 1). Among them, the behavioral element refers to the
propensity to behave in a certain way due to the target object [19] [20]. The affec-
tive element is concerned with one’s subjective feelings towards the target object
[21]. The cognitive element is related to an individual’s opinions and assessments
of the target object [22]. This viewpoint gives rounded illustrations of the compo-
nents of attitude. However, the principal limitation is that this viewpoint contains
a relatively high consistency among the three elements, whereas they cannot be
seen as different elements if they are completely associated [18].

COGNITIVE
~ \COMPONENT

~ -

e

A'I'I'ITIUDE

|
AFFECTIVE | BEHAVIORAL
COMPONENT | COMPONENT
|

TRI-COMPONENTIAL VIEW

Figure 1. The tri-componential view-
point [18].

Conversely, the separate entities viewpoint states that these three elements are
separate and not necessarily correlated [18] (see Figure 2). The attitude solely re-
fers to the affective element mentioned above [23], and the cognitive element and
behavioral element are labeled as beliefs and behavioral intentions respectively
[18]. As Fishbein and Aizen [16] said, there is no need for the three elements to
be related. Nevertheless, this viewpoint seems questionable because it might over-
simplify the concept of attitude and may neglect some aspects of attitude [16] [24].

As aresponse to the previous two viewpoints, the latent process viewpoint pos-
tulates attitude as an “intervening variable”, which is employed to explain the la-
tent process between “stimulus events” and “responses” [18]. As shown in Figure
3, when stimulus events occur, individuals’ non-observable behavioral, affective,
and/or cognitive processes are activated. The non-observable processes comprise
the attitude (non-observable), and then the attitude would cause observable be-
havioral, affective, and/or cognitive responses [18] [25]. According to this view-

point, the attitude might stem from any one, two, and/or three kinds of processes
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BELIEFS
(COGNITIVE)

ATTITUDES BEHAVIORAL
(AFFECTIVE) INTENTIONS

SEPARATE ENTITIES VIEW

Figure 2. The separate entities viewpoint

[18].
OBSERVABLE LATENT LATENT OBSERVABLE
COGNITIVE COGNITIVE
PROCESSES RESPONSES
STIMULUS AFFECTIVE ATTITUDE AFFECTIVE
EVENT PROCESSES (INFERRED) RESPONSES
BEHAVIORAL BEHAVIORAL
PROCESSES RESPONSES

Figure 3. The latent process viewpoint [18].

produced from certain stimulus events [24]. Furthermore, Breckler [26] adds that
the attitude will be manifested in the eventual responses, which can be behavioral,
affective, and/or cognitive responses. More importantly, this viewpoint may avoid
the premise that the three separate elements are highly consistent, and it also pre-
vents oversimplified explanations of attitude. Given that the latent process view-
point compensates for the weaknesses of the previous two viewpoints, it is utilized
as the framework to analyze the issue in this study.

It has been demonstrated that language attitude could be an important factor
influencing students’ language learning [6] [12]. Huguet [8] argues that learners are
more likely to learn a language if he or she has a positive attitude to the target lan-
guage. Furthermore, positive language attitudes are beneficial to the process of L2
learning [7]. In contrast, negative language attitudes might exert adverse impacts
on learners’ language learning [9] [10]. In addition, some empirical studies have
examined the relationship between language attitude and language achievement
among learners at different levels of proficiency in different contexts. For example,
Habok and Magyar [11] investigated the relationship between foreign language
attitude and foreign language performance in a middle school in the Hungarian
context. Analysis of the questionnaires revealed that foreign language attitude was
positively correlated with foreign language performance. Furthermore, they found
that students with higher marks on foreign language tests tended to have more pos-
itive attitudes towards foreign language learning, which means that there might
be a virtuous cycle between good language performance and positive attitudes. Sim-

ilarly, Cochran et al. [27] scrutinized the correlation between foreign language at-
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titude and foreign language exam scores in a university in the United States. The
results of correlation analysis and multiple regression analysis showed that there
was a positive correlation between foreign language attitude and foreign language
exam score, and foreign language attitude could positively predict the foreign lan-
guage exam grade. Moreover, a meta-analysis conducted by Masgoret and Gard-
ner [28] discovered that language attitude was statistically significantly correlated
with language achievement obtained from different methods such as test scores
and self-reported measures.

Collectively, language attitude is significantly positively correlated with learn-
ers’ language achievement in many contexts. Nevertheless, considering that em-
pirical evidence for such a relation in the Chinese context is quite limited, there is an
urgent need to examine the relationship between language attitude and language

achievement in the Chinese context.

3. Analysis of Quantitative and Qualitative Data

The latent process viewpoint towards language attitude is employed to scrutinize
the experiences and reflections in interviews with two students. Both the content
of interviews with two students and the empirical research used in this section are
in the Chinese EFL context so as to explore the correlation between language at-
titude and language achievement in Chinese EFL learners.

As mentioned in the interview 1, during the period of undergraduate studies,
the English course was a compulsory course for the student 1 (Amy), and the Eng-
lish teacher Dr. Liu could teach English in an interesting and vivid way. In this
case, Amy always enjoyed the process of learning English. Furthermore, Dr. Liu
was an extremely friendly and responsible teacher and helped Amy tackle all the
difficulties in English learning. Thus, Amy thought that it was necessary to study
English hard and obtain a high mark in the final test to show gratitude to Dr. Liu.
Therefore, Amy attended the class on time every day and paid full attention to the
class. At the end of the semester, Amy performed well on the final English exam.
From the perspective of the latent process viewpoint [17], Dr. Liu’s interesting
style of instruction and the arrangements of English as a mandatory course are the
observable stimulus events. The enjoyable and motivated feeling of attending the
English course is the non-observable affective process, and the tendency to study
hard is the non-observable behavioral process [29]. These two kinds of processes
work together to make Amy’s attitude towards English positive. Due to this posi-
tive language attitude, Amy becomes immersed in learning English (the observa-
ble response) and then has a good performance on the final language test. Alt-
hough there are three kinds of non-observable processes that can make up one’s
attitude [18], only two processes (affective and behavioral process) occur in this
example, which is in line with the ideas of Zanna and Rempel [25], who suggest
that attitude can be derived from only one or two processes among all the three
processes. Furthermore, this example indicates that positive language attitudes

may be advantageous to learners’ language achievement [7].
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By contrast, as illustrated in the interview 2 (Mike), the EFL teacher in Mike’s
senior high school established a language educational policy for the EFL course,
asking students to use English alone to engage in teaching activities. Even though
this policy aimed to provide students with an immersive English learning envi-
ronment, which could be appealing and promising, it neglected those students
with relatively weak oral EFL ability to some extent. In this case, the class engage-
ment of students might be influenced since some students might believe that they
were unable to perform well in activities by using English, and others could be
concerned about others’ possible scorn for their poor English pronunciation, cor-
rectness, and oral fluency. Eventually, the average EFL score of Mike’s class was
lower than other parallel classes at the end of the semester. According to the latent
process viewpoint [17], the EFL teacher’s language educational policy for only us-
ing English in EFL class can be regarded as the observable stimulus event, and this
stimulus event stimulates students’ non-observable cognitive, affective, and be-
havioral processes, namely the thinking about their own speaking ability, con-
cerns about others’ scorn, and the final choice of keeping silent in the class. These
non-observable processes make up the latent negative attitude towards English,
which leads to poor engagement in Mike’s EFL class (the observable response).
Consequently, the negative attitude towards English affects students’ EFL learn-
ing, which is eventually reflected in the lower EFL average score of Mike’s class in
the final test. This may imply that negative attitudes could be detrimental to stu-
dents’ language achievement [9] [10].

Considering all of the evidence above, it could be that there is a positive rela-
tionship between language attitude and language achievement in Chinese EFL
learners, which is corroborated by the findings of Li and Wei [30] further. They
scrutinized the correlations between learners’ language attitude and language
achievement in the Chinese context, and 5,237 students at different educational
levels participated in this research [30]. Among them, participants of elementary
level were all from grade 6. In Li and Wei’s [30] study, a language attitudes scale
was employed to measure learners’ language attitudes, and learners’ language
achievement was measured by both self-reported language proficiency and score
in the final exam. However, the language achievement of students at the tertiary
level was only measured through self-reported language proficiency. It is worth-
while to point out that Li and Wei’s [30] study used English, Mandarin, and other
dialects of Mandarin as the target languages to study. However, considering that
this study focuses on Chinese EFL learners, only statistics related to English are
used in this study.

The results of Pearson correlation analyses in Li and Wei’s [30] study are pre-
sented in Table 1 and Table 2. As shown in Table 1, a statistically significant
positive correlation is found between language attitude and self-reported language
proficiency in Chinese EFL learners at different educational levels. Alternatively,
the more positive the students’ language attitudes, the higher the self-reported

language proficiency in English, and vice versa. In the same vein, it can be seen
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from the data in Table 2 that language attitude is statistically positively correlated
with the scores in the English exam in Chinese EFL learners at different educa-
tional levels. That is to say, the more positive the students’ language attitudes, the

higher the EFL achievement on the test, and vice versa.

Table 1. Correlations between language attitudes and self-reported language proficiency in
English [30].

Educational Level Grade N Pearson Correlation Coefficient (r)

Elementary 6 665 0.44%**
1 900 0.62%**

Junior 2 921 0.55%**

3 613 0.49%**

1 417 0.63***

Senior 2 425 0.39%**

3 425 0.43***

1 566 0.44%**

Tertiary
2 305 0.45%**

Note. **p < 0.001.

Table 2. Correlations between language attitudes and actual language achievement in Eng-
lish [30].

Educational Level Grade N Pearson Correlation Coefficient (r)

Elementary 6 612 0.34%**

1 765 0.42%**

Junior 2 921 0.41%¢*

3 492 0.27%**

1 417 0.28***

Senior 2 405 0.26***

3 414 0.25%**

Note. **p < 0.001.

4. Discussion

Opverall, taking the results of analyses of interviews and the results of Pearson cor-
relation analyses into account, it can be concluded that there is a significant posi-
tive correlation between language attitude and language achievement in Chinese
EFL learners. Based on the findings of this study, the following implications could
be made to cultivate Chinese EFL learners’ positive language attitudes so as to en-
hance their language achievement.

First, EFL teachers in the Chinese context could consider the application of

post-method pedagogy. In fact, the teacher’s way of teaching languages plays an
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important role in students’ language attitudes. For example, as reflected in the
interview 1, the teacher taught English in a way that fits well with the students in
Mike’s class, and this made students develop positive attitudes towards the lan-
guage. However, due to various contextual factors, a particular teaching approach
cannot meet the needs of all learners [31], and thus language teachers should have
the right to decide the way of instruction according to the actual teaching situa-
tions [32]. Accordingly, post-method pedagogy can be seen as a response to this
situation since it is classroom-oriented [33] and it allows teachers “to theorize
from their practice and practice what they theorize” [34]. Peer feedback may also
be used when applying the post-method pedagogy [35]. Therefore, teachers can
teach flexibly based on the characteristics of different students so that students are
more likely to have more positive language attitudes.

Second, Chinese EFL teachers could try to implement translanguaging strategy
in the classroom. Translanguaging refers to the linguistic practice of using differ-
ent languages in an integrated way [36]. As discussed in the interview 2, the mon-
olingual language policy in Mike’s EFL class might have negative impacts on many
students’ language attitudes. In contrast, most teachers and learners in China have
positive attitudes towards the implementation of translanguaging approach in the
language classroom, and it is also beneficial to students’ EFL performance [37].
Therefore, this may be a possible approach to make students have more positive
language attitudes.

In addition, the recent development of Generative AI (GenAlI) tools have been
increasingly adopted by language teachers and students during their learning and
teaching process in many contexts [38] [39]. These tools have been found great po-
tential in cultivating learners’ positive attitudes towards English language learning
to facilitate their language achievement [38] [39]. Therefore, it is recommended that

teacher develop their GenAl literacy and use these tools in their teaching practices.

5. Conclusions

Based on the comprehensive analyses of both qualitative interviews and relevant
empirical research, this study has conclusively identified a significantly positive
relationship between language attitude and language achievement among Chinese
EFL learners. The findings reveal that learners who hold more positive attitudes
towards English tend to achieve higher levels of language proficiency and better
performance in language assessments. This correlation underscores the critical role
that language attitude plays in the language learning process, suggesting that fos-
tering positive attitudes can be a powerful catalyst for enhancing language achieve-
ment.

The implications of these findings are particularly significant for educational
practitioners in China. By raising awareness of the impact of language attitudes
on learning outcomes, this study encourages educators to adopt strategies that
promote positive attitudes among their students. For instance, teachers can create

engaging and supportive classroom environments that make learning English en-
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joyable and relevant. Additionally, incorporating culturally responsive teaching
methods and providing meaningful opportunities for language use can further
enhance students' motivation and positive attitudes towards English.

Moreover, the findings suggest that educational policies and practices should
prioritize the development of positive language attitudes as a fundamental com-
ponent of EFL education. This could involve teacher training programs that equip
educators with the skills to identify and address negative attitudes, as well as cur-
riculum designs that integrate elements of cultural exchange and global citizen-
ship. By doing so, educators can not only improve students’ language proficiency
but also cultivate their overall enthusiasm for language learning.

Ultimately, this study highlights that the cultivation of positive language atti-
tudes is not merely a supplementary aspect of language education but a crucial factor
in achieving long-term success. By focusing on this aspect, educators can help
Chinese EFL learners overcome challenges, build confidence, and realize their full

potential in language acquisition.
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