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1. The aim and scope of the thesis 

Over the past three decades, the effectiveness of foreign language learning among Hungarian 

students has been a central theme of research. Internationalization, Hungary's accession to the 

European Union, and the influx of international companies have made it crucial for students to 

acquire foreign language skills in order to be successful in the labor market. 

Several international and Hungarian studies have sought to explain the individual 

differences observed among students in the effectiveness of learning a language other than their 

mother tongue. Different perspectives consider different theories to be valid in the process of 

acquiring a foreign language. According to behaviorists like Skinner (1985), language 

acquisition is driven by imitation, which is reinforced by positive or negative feedback 

(stimulus and response) and the mother tongue plays a bridging role in the acquisition of a 

second language (Estremera, 2023).  

From a linguistic perspective, the behaviorist theory is considered to be too general. 

Chomsky's (1965) theory of "Universal Grammar," asserts that everyone has an innate ability 

to acquire language and can generate an infinite number of linguistic structures using a finite 

set of rules. It also suggests that the individual can acquire foreign languages based on the rules 

of their mother tongue, with environmental factors playing a minimal role in the process 

(Chomsky, 1975). 

However, the significant differences observed in the success of second language 

acquisition among individuals strongly challenge this theory. The goal of achieving the same 

level of proficiency in a second language as in one's mother tongue appears to be unrealistic 

(Dąbrowska, 2019). Another area of research attributes the differences to cognitive skills. 

According to Krashen's (1982) input hypothesis, the quantity and quality of input understood 

by the individual are important, as this input transforms into linguistic competence. 

Proponents of different theories also debate the extent to which effectiveness in foreign 

language learning can be explained by socio-economic factors. In his work on linguistic habitus, 

Bourdieu (1991) criticized Chomsky's theory for examining the ideal language learner without 

considering their social environment. Some cognitive research studies suggest that socio-

economic background influences the effectiveness of second language learning. Dąbrowska's 

(2019) study reveals that a crucial factor can be the amount and variety of verbal interaction 

during the acquisition of the mother tongue. Other studies have discovered that the exposure to 

written texts in childhood (Cunningham & Stanovich, 1997, cited in Sparks, 2012), the amount 

of vocabulary acquired in the mother tongue (Nagy, Herman, & Anderson, 1985; Skehan & 
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Docroquet, 1988) as well as the reading comprehension skills developed during this period 

(Skehan & Docroquet, 1988) strongly influence the effectiveness of second language learning 

later in life. These studies also confirm that the success of students with stronger cognitive skills 

in acquiring a foreign laguage correlates with parental education levels. This may be explained 

by the fact that more educated parents tend to speak more to their children, they use a richer 

vocabulary and expose their children to more written texts during their early years, which 

fosters stronger language skills even before they enter school. These stronger skills also 

facilitate acquiring additional languages later in life (Sparks, 2012). 

This discourse highlights the relevance and importance of research examining the 

relationship between foreign language learning and social factors. To enhance our 

understanding and develop theories on young language learners' acquisition of foreign 

languages, it is essential to integrate socio-economic dimensions into the research (Butler, 

2014). While social and cultural factors are emphasized in studies of second language 

acquisition, there are fewer such studies for foreign language learning (Kormos & Kiddle, 

2013). The rise of English as a global language and lingua franca has made this issue more 

significant because language learning will likely extend beyond classroom boundaries,  

increasing the influence of parents and peers (Butler & Le, 2018). 

The literature review reveals that, although the language proficiency of Hungarians has 

significantly improved since the regime change, the current situation is still unsatisfactory. One 

central questions in Hungarian research on foreign language learning is why formal foreign 

language education is not sufficiently effective (Öveges & Csizér, 2018) and what can be done 

to make students more successful and enthusiastic about learning foreign languages (Einhorn, 

2015). According to Csapó (2001), the answer can be found beyond the classroom. 

We believe that the answer lies in social differences. Several studies dating back to the 

1980s have shown that social differences can cause significant variations in the success of 

foreign language learning. Social differences led to disparities in foreign language proficiency 

before and during the regime change (Terestyéni, 1981; Imre, 1995; Vágó, 2000; Terestyéni, 

2000), in the early years following the regime change (Csapó, 2001; Ottó & Nikolov, 2003; 

Kormos & Csizér, 2005; Lannert et al., 2006; Imre, 2007; Nikolov, 2000, 2009; Nikolov & 

Djugonovic, 2006), and this phenomenon appears in recent research studies as well (Sebestyén 

& Hegedűs, 2017; Bocsi, 2018; Szabó, 2020; Sebestyén, 2022; Somfalvi, 2022). These studies 

highlight the importance of parental education, the type of school, and the settlement status. 
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Young individuals, whose foreign language proficiency is improving steadily (Einhorn, 

2015), could play a pivotal role in elevating the overall proficiency level of the Hungarian 

population, for this reason, our thesis focuses on secondary school students. 

Our dissertation relates to research on the effectiveness of foreign language learning and 

seeks to identify the factors behind the differences in the effectiveness of foreign language 

learning among students. We define the „effectiveness of foreign language learning” as level 

of proficiency students are expected to achieve as a result of their formal education, namely, 

the ablity to communicate in one foreign language by the end of their secondary school studies. 

The issue is examined from various aspects in the literature, including psycholinguistic, 

pedagogical, and sociological approaches. Our research is categorized as an educational 

sociology study focusing primarily on social and institutional factors that can impact the 

effectiveness of foreign language learning. Our research primarily centres on the students, 

focusing on the differences among them. We investigated underlying factors affecting 

effectiveness, including individual and school factors, differences in the status of the settlement, 

and examined whether the presence of greater financial, social, or cultural capital can be 

detected among the successful learners. 

We believe it is crucial to explore several other factors that may affect effectiveness, 

such as the qualification of teachers, their work, the example of resilient students, the curricula 

and teaching materials and it is essential to investigate foreign language learning motivation 

more thoroughly. However, due to space constraints we had to postpone the study of these 

issues to a future project, which is a clear limitation of our dissertation.   

The novelty of this thesis lies in its perspective of educational sociology and its focus 

on regional and settlement differences. It sheds light on the role of shadow education in the 

success of foreign language learning in Hungarian secondary education and underscores the 

highly selective nature of foreign language teaching in formal education. 

 

2. Methodology 

Our research was preceded by two preliminary studies, a secondary analysis entitled "The 

Effectiveness of Foreign Language Learning among Higher Education Students (2003-2019)" 

and a pilot study titled "Effectiveness of Foreign Language Learning among Secondary 

Grammar and Technical Students in a County Seat (2019)." The former provided an overview 

of foreign language proficiency of Hungarian students, while the latter was supposed to test the 
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questionnaire for the primary research. In our thesis, we briefly summarize the results of these 

two preliminary studies. 

 Our dissertation presents the results of our quantitative primary research, which 

analyzed data from 566 participants using a custom-designed questionnaire titled "Institutional 

and Social Factors Influencing the Effectiveness of Foreign Language Learning of Secondary 

School Students in Eastern Hungary (2020-2022)." Data was collected from 11th and 12th-

grade students in secondary grammar and technical schools across the two counties. The schools 

were selected based on the reading comprehension results of the 2018 National Competency 

Test (OKM 2018), employing a multi-stage cluster sampling method. The analysis was 

conducted using SPSS 28 software and involved methods of cross-tabulation, analysis of 

variance, linear regression, and binary logistic regression. 

The research aimed to investigate the students' effectiveness in learning foreign 

languages, examining individual, out-of-school, and school-related differences, as well as the 

impact of financial, social, and cultural capital. We aimed to answer the following research 

questions: What is the level of foreign language proficiency of the students both from subjective 

and objective perspectives? To what extent does parental education level influence the 

effectiveness of foreign language learning? How does the status of the settlement in which the 

students lives affect their foreign language learning outcomes? Does the financial status of 

students impact the effectiveness of foreign language learning? Do successful language learners 

possess greater cultural capital? What is the impact of shadow education on the effectiveness 

of foreign language learning? How does the type of school affect foreign language learning 

success? Does the type of settlement in which the school is located influence the effectiveness 

of foreign language learning? Which is more influential in determining foreign language 

learning effectiveness: family factors or school factors? What out-of-school activities  

contribute to students' success in foreign language learning? 

 

3. Results 

Our hypotheses were categorized into two groups: assumptions related to individual 

factors and out-of-school factors, and assumptions related to school factors.  

In the first hypothesis, we assumed that children with more educated parents would be 

more successful in learning foreign languages. We found a strong connection between the 

effectiveness of foreign language learning and parental education, with higher levels of parental 

education corresponding to higher effectiveness. The results also showed a relationship 
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between future language exam plans and parental education, with students planning to take 

language exams in the future being more likely to have parents with higher qualifications. Our 

first hypothesis was confirmed. 

In the second hypothesis, we anticipated that residents of higher-ranking settlements 

would be more successful language learners, due to the broader foreign language learning 

opportunities available. This hypothesis was confirmed; our primary research results indicated 

that students living in county seats were more successful language learners. 

Since out-of-school foreign language learning opportunities impose significant financial 

burdens on families, we hypothesized (H3.) that children from richer families would show significantly 

higher foreign language learning effectiveness. However, the correlation was not significant and we 

only observed a slight difference in effectiveness, students from better financial backgrounds were 

slighty more successful. We conclude that the third hypothesis was not confirmed. 

In the fourth hypothesis we assumed that students with greater cultural capital (parental 

language skills, traditional cultural consumption) would be more successful in foreign language 

learning. Book culture and high culture as forms of classical cultural capital strongly correlated 

with foreign language learning effectiveness. Parental language skills, as a form of cultural 

capital, were also strongly related to students' effectiveness in foreign language learning, thus 

confirming the fourth hypothesis. We highlighted that cultural capital might be influenced by 

parental education, given that cultural capital is part of parental socio-economic status.  

The fifth hypothesis proposed that participation in shadow education has a strong impact 

on the effectiveness of foreign language learning. Our research findings indicate that shadow 

education is a significant factor in successful foreign language learning. The services of shadow 

education are predominantly utilized by children with better educated parents. Our fifth 

hypothesis regarding shadow education was confirmed. 

 The second group of hypotheses focused on school characteristics. The sixth hypothesis 

assumed that students in secondary grammar schools would be more successful language 

learners. Our research findings confirmed this hypothesis as the results showed a strong 

correlation between effectiveness in foreign language learning and the type of school, with 

students in secondary grammar schools being more successful. 

The seventh hypothesis suggested that students in educational institutions located in 

county seats would have better foreign language learning outcomes. This hypothesis was 

confirmed, however, our regression analysis revealed that the effect of school type was stronger 

than that of the status of the settlement in which the school is located. In other words, we found 
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more successful language learners in secondary grammar schools in smaller urban towns 

compared to technical schools in county seats. 

The most important findings of our research indicate that the effectiveness of foreign 

language learning among the surveyed secondary school students was influenced by three major 

factors: the father's level of education, the type of secondary school, and the students’ 

participation in shadow education. Although the type of school has a stronger potential to 

increase the chances of success, we believe that parental education as well as, to some extent, 

the type of school and shadow education are also influenced by the parents. For instance, 

parents with degrees are more likely to send their children to secondary grammar schools 

(Andor, 2000) and invest financial resources (Boudon, 1981) to ensure their children’s success 

in foreign language learning. 

As a result, students with supportive parents in terms of foreign language learning tend 

to be concentrated in grammar schools. This situation also aligns with the „equalization of 

opportunities” hypothesis of Kovai and Zombory (2000), which suggests that students with less 

educated parents in grammar schools have already overcome their disadvantages through two 

stages of selection (continuing their studies in secondary education and getting admitted to 

grammar schools) and this way they have caught up with their peers who have more educated 

parents. Therefore, we believe the results do not convince us that school-related factors have a 

stronger impact. Other school-related aspects we considered—such as the number of lessons in 

foreign languages, grouping techniques, after-school foreign language lessons and language 

exam preparation courses— did not prove to be as significant as the above mentioned three 

outstanding factors. We conclude that family-related factors, rather than school-related ones, 

show a stronger correlation with the effectiveness of foreign language learning.  

 Regarding out-of-school activities shaping foreign language learning, the results 

indicate that the most popular activity among young people is watching films, followed by 

reading in a foreign language. Students who are in less advantageous positions for language 

learning—those attending technical schools or those with less educated parents— also engage 

in these activities, thus, they can be used to enhance the motivation of the less successful student 

groups. 

The third most popular out-of-school activity was taking private foreign language 

lessons. However, this activity was predominantly popular among the more advantaged student 

groups in terms of foreign language learning—those attending grammar schools and having 

more educated parents. According to the significant results of our regression analysis, 
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participation in shadow education increases the chances of high effectiveness in foreign languge 

learning fourfold while watching films offers a twofold increase.  

These results suggest that incidental learning methods may provide a pathway to success 

in the case of less successful foreign language learners. In other words, alongside delivering the 

school curriculum, schools should foster student engagement in foreign language activities 

where they can acquire the language more naturally and effortlessly. Such activities might 

include watching films or reading, following TV programs or series, browsing the internet, 

listening to song lyrics, or exploring the customs of other cultures in the target language. The 

2020 National Core Curriculum recommends incorporating such activities into foreign 

language lessons. It is also necessary to integrate personalized instruction into the framework 

of formal school foreign language teaching to supplement shadow education. 

To summarize the findings of our research, we conclude, as many previous studies have 

revealed that the most significant factors influencing success in foreign language learning are 

parental factors. Children of more educated parents tend to be more successful language 

learners. Further research is needed to determine how parents influence their children's foreign 

language learning. Our study has revealed some key characteristics: these parents are more 

likely to speak foreign languages themselves or hold language certificates, they tend to enroll 

their children in grammar schools (especially in county seats), and they more frequently send 

their children to private language lessons.  

Students with more educated parents are more likely to be members of social groups 

and the traditional cultural capital is greater in these families. There is a strong emphasis on 

books and reading, foreign language learning with parents is more frequent, as is participation 

in private lessons, watching films, reading, and having a conversation with foreigners in the 

target language. All of these factors indirectly contribute to a more favorable foreign language 

learning environment for these children. 

One of the strongest correlations found was between the effectiveness of foreign 

language learning and shadow education, particularly in preparation for language exams, but 

students without language certificates also took part in shadow lessons. Children with more 

educated parents participate in private lessons at a higher rate. Further research is necessary to 

determine the specific characteristics that make shadow education so popular among students. 

Our results also highlighted significant differences in effectiveness in terms of school 

type. We assume it may not only reflect the characteristics of the schools but also their parental 

composition due to the selective nature of the Hungarian secondary education system. 
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In our dissertation we concluded that the differences in the effectiveness of foreign 

language learning among students can largely be explained by differences in their social 

backgrounds. This phenomenon can also be observed in other European Union countries 

(Einhorn, 2015) and has historically been present in Hungary, where, before the political 

transition, foreign language learning was mostly restricted to the elite. Today, due to 

globalization and internationalization, all social groups are challenged to learn foreign 

languages effectively, which seem to be difficult to achieve. Moreover, due to the unique native 

language, Hungarians face additional challenges in learning foreign languages. Therefore, it is 

important to tailor foreign language teaching to meet the learning needs of students who 

encounter difficulties in foreign language learning. This can be achieved by providing them 

with opportunities to replace shadow education and supporting them in acquiring incidental 

learning methods. Most importantly, to enhance foreign language proficiency among 

Hungarians, it is essential to establish a supportive environment for foreign language learning, 

with schools serving as one of the most important scenes. The recommendations outlined in 

this dissertation may contribute to achieving this goal. 

  



10 
 

Hivatkozott irodalom 

 

Andor, M. (2000). A nyelvtudás szociális háttere. Educatio, 9(4), 717-728. 

Boudon, R. (1981). The logic of social action. Routledge & Kegan Paul. In G. Halász & J. 

Lannert (Eds.), Oktatási rendszerek elmélete: Szöveggyűjtemény (pp 134-142). OKKER 

Oktatási Kereskedelmi és Szervezési Iroda. 

Bourdieu, P. (1991). Language and symbolic power. Polity Press. 

Butler, Y. G. (2014). Parental factors and early English education as a foreign language: A case 

study in mainland China. Research Papers in Education, 29(4), 410-437. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/02671522.2013.776625 

Butler, Y. G., & Le, V. N. (2018). A longitudinal investigation of parental social-economic 

status (SES) and young students’ learning of English as a foreign language. System, 73, 

4-15. 

Chomsky, N. (1965). Aspects of the Theory of Syntax. Cambridge, Mass. 

Chomsky, N. (1975). Reflections on language. Pantheon.  

Csapó B. (2001). A nyelvtanulást és a nyelvtudást befolyásoló tényezők. Iskolakultúra 11(8), 

25-35. 

Cunningham, A., & Stanovich, K. (1998). What reading does for the mind. American Educator, 

22, 8–15. 

Dąbrowska, E. (2019). Experience, aptitude, and individual differences in linguistic attainment: 

A comparison of native and non-native speakers. Language Learning, 69, 72-100. 

Einhorn, Á. (2015). A pedagógiai modernizáció és az idegennyelv-tanulás. Miskolci Egyetemi 

Kiadó. 

 

Estremera, M. L. (2023). Features of behaviorism in second language acquisition (SLA): An 

empirical excerpt from applied linguistics view. International Journal of Social 

Sciences and Humanities Invention, 10(03), 7756-7777.  

 

Imre, A. (1995). A nyelvtudás társadalmi háttere. Iskolakultúra, 5(1-2), 62-66. 

Imre, A. (2007). Nyelvoktatás, nyelvtanulás, nyelvtudás a középfokú oktatásban. In I. Vágó 

(Ed.) Fókuszban a nyelvtanulás (pp 107-129). Oktatáskutató és Fejlesztő Intézet. 

Kormos, J., & Csizér, K. (2005). A családi környezet hatása az idegen nyelvi motivációra: egy 

kvalitatív módszerekkel történő kutatás tanulságai. Magyar Pedagógia, 105(1), 29–40. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/02671522.2013.776625


11 
 

Kormos, J., & Kiddle, T. (2013). The role of socio-economic factors in motivation to learn 

English as a foreign language: The case of Chile. System, 41(2), 399-412. 

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.system.2013.03.006 

Kovai M., & Zombori, M. (2000). Idegennyelvi különórák szerepe a középiskolában. Educatio 

9(4), 842-848. 

Krashen, S. (1982). Principles and practice in second language acquisition. Pergamon Press. 

Lannert, J., Vágó, I., & Kőrösné Mikis, M. (2006). A felnőttek digitális írás- és idegennyelv-

tudása. Nemzeti Felnőttképzési Intézet. 

Nagy, W., Herman, P., & Anderson, R. (1985). Learning words from context. Reading 

Research Quarterly, 20, 233–253. 

Nikolov, M. (2000). Research into Early Second Language Acquisition. In J. Moon, & M. 

Nikolov (Eds.): Research into Teaching English to Young Learners: International 

Perspectives (pp. 21-48). Pécs University Press. 

Nikolov, M. (Ed.). (2009). The age factor and early language learning (Studies on Language 

Acquisition, Vol. 40). De Gruyter Mouton. 

Nikolov, M., & Józsa, K. (2003). Az idegen nyelvi készségek fejlettsége angol és német nyelvből 

a 6. és 10. évfolyamon a 2002/2003-as tanévben. OKÉV. 

Nikolov, M., & Djugunovic, J. M. (2006). Recent research on age, second language acquisition 

and early foreign language learning. Annual Review of Applied Linguistics, 26, 234-260. 

Ottó, I., & Nikolov, M. (2003). Magyar felsőoktatási intézmények elsőéves hallgatóinak 

nyelvérzéke. Iskolakultúra, 13(6-7), 34-44. 

Öveges, E., & Csizér, K. (Eds.) (2018). Vizsgálat a köznevelésben folyó idegennyelv-

oktatáskereteiről és hatékonyságáról. Kutatási jelentés. Oktatási Hivatal 

Sebestyén K. & Hegedűs R. (2017). Középiskolások idegen nyelvi, szövegértési és matematikai 

eredményeinek vizsgálata társadalmi és területi tényezők mentén. Modern Nyelvoktatás, 

23(2–3), 21–33. 

Sebestyén, K. (2022). Nyelvválasztás és nyelvtanulási motiváció Hajdú-Bihar és Szabolcs-

Szatmár-Bereg vármegye érettségit adó képzéseiben. (Doktori értekezés). Debreceni 

Egyetem. 

Skehan, P., & Ducroquet, L. (1988). A comparison of first and foreign language ability 

(Working Documents No. 8). ESOL Department, Institute of Education, London 

University.  

Skinner, B. F ( 1985). Cognitive science and behaviourism. British Journal of Psychology, 

76(3), 291-301. 

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.system.2013.03.006


12 
 

Somfalvi, Z. (2022). Nyelvvizsga hiányában diplomát nem szerző hallgatók vizsgálata a 

szocioökonómiai háttér és a nyelvspecifikus kulturális tőke tükrében a kelet-

magyarországi régióban. [Doktori értekezés]. Debreceni Egyetem. 

Sparks, R. L. (2012). Individual differences in L1 achievement impact L2 learning. Linguistic 

Approaches to Bilingualism, 2(3), 314-318. 

Szabó, F. (2020). A nyelvérzék és nyelvtanulási sikeresség összefüggései egy kelet-

magyarországi hátrányos helyzetű régió 11-12 éves korú tanulóinál. (Doctori értekezés, 

Debreceni Egyetem. 

Terestyéni T. (1981). Nyelvtudás Magyarországon. Jel-Kép, 2(4). 59-67. 

Terestyéni T. (2000). Az idegennyelv-tudás alakulása Magyarországon a kilencvenes években. 

Educatio 9(4), 651-667. 

Vágó, I. (2000). Az idegennyelv-oktatás fő tendenciái a 80-as és 90-es években. Educatio 9(4), 

668-690. 

 

 

 

  



13 
 

 



14 
 

 



15 
 

 


