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Abstract  
The present paper focuses on societal factors and students’ attitudes towards French and German 
language learning. More specifically, it emphasizes on the role gender, the societal background and 
financial complexities play in the motivation of the students who choose to study one of the two foreign 
languages. Questionnaires were distributed to 130 teenage learners (aged 13-16 years old), who 
studied French or German as a third language, and to their French and German language teachers. 
Additionally, semi-structured interviews were conducted with the students’ parents in order to gather 
information regarding the impact of environmental factors. The analysis revealed instrumental 
orientation, which linked to socio-political and pedagogical influences on students’ choices and their 
perceived value of learning French or German.  

Keywords: French as a Foreign Language, German as a Foreign Language, gender differences, 
motivation, L3.  

1 INTRODUCTION  
Multilingualism has become an ever-growing phenomenon across borders and disciplines; therefore, 
an urgent take of action is essential to encourage international commitment to promoting the learning 
of Modern Foreign Languages (MFL). Discussions and debates across Europe have assisted policy-
makers and stakeholders to reach the conclusion that learning foreign languages, as Vassilliou 
(European Commission, 2014) commissioner of language and culture has stated, can become a way 
for Europeans to exit economic melancholies and find employment opportunities worldwide.  

The Eurobarometer Survey on Europeans and their Languages (2012) shows that Europeans have an 
encouraging and positive attitude towards multilingualism. According to the survey, 98% of Europeans 
consider that learning two foreign languages is useful for their children’s future, and 77% believe that 
improving language proficiency must become a policy priority. These issues have become a cause of 
great concern amongst parents and educators in a number of European countries.  

The current study focuses on the Greek context, where, as the economic crisis deepens, the signs of 
a changing society and unstable educational policies become more vivid. The high numbers of 
unemployment and austerity measures have influenced many families who are persuaded that the 
future in their country is vague at best. Many young Greeks are becoming increasingly mobile in the 
hope of finding professional opportunities abroad. This desire of departure has brought new outcomes 
to language education in the country; nonetheless, a number of issues can be raised regarding the 
process of language learning, the exposure of the language to teenage students and the methods 
used to motivate learners into enriching their knowledge and qualifications.  

Despite the fact that stakeholders and policy makers have the intention of introducing multilingualism 
from an early age, there are a number of factors that may influence students’ progress along the way 
and, should be understood and attended to. Even though language learning seems to be the ticket to 
a wider job market and additional employment opportunities, one must not neglect the fact that there 
are matters such as motivation, gender differences, the social aspect of choosing to learn a foreign 
language, and the students’ language learning efforts that are still evident when offering such 
opportunities to adolescents.  

The aim of the present exploratory study was to explore these issues and shed light on the students’ 
attitude toward French and German language education, how teachers perceive their learners and 
parental influence. More specifically, the study aims to demonstrate: 

1 The toll the financial crisis has on teenage language learners and their academic choices 

2 The effect gender has on L3 choices, learning and participation 

3 The role parental and teacher influence plays on L3 motivation and development. 
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Furthermore, the study proposes a research agenda for future investigation in the country and beyond. 
The research was conducted in two foreign language schools in Southwestern Greece. The study 
reveals the language teaching process on a day-to-day basis in private language schools (the Greek 
term frodistirio will be used throughout). Language lessons at frodistirio are not compulsory; however, 
Greek students can only receive preparation for language examinations in the private sector, which 
makes private tuition vital as the Greek market encourages the attainment of language certificates.  

The researcher explored the students’ 1) motivation for selecting an L3, 2) the gender differences 
behind their motives and 3) the complexity and effects these choices may have on the process and 
endpoint of multilingualism. Thus, the following research questions were raised: 

− RQ1. What is the language learners’ motivation to study an L3? 
− RQ2. Are there situation-specific motivational sources? 
− RQ 3. What role does gender play in teenage students’ L3 choices? 

2 METHODOLOGY 
There has been an aim to “document the world from the point of view of the people studied” 
(Hammersley, 1992:45). In the present small-scale study the main aim of the research was to explore 
the reality and complexities of the L3 learning situation. Due to the complexity of language education 
in the context where the study took place, and to address the research questions aforementioned, a 
mixed method research approach was designed to carry out the study and present data that will 
contribute to the understanding of the particular Greek situation, but also to the field of multilingualism 
in general. In this case, there has been an integration of different types of qualitative research 
supported by quantitative evidence. The students and teachers (German and French) were requested 
to complete questionnaires in their L1, in order to collect data regarding: 

− preferences between German and French; 
− the students’ language learning background; 
− views on the French and German language.  

The inspiration for this approach derived from Dӧrnyei and Clément (2001), and their effective survey 
studies in assessing a wide range of relevant variables. This has been a long and standard procedure 
in the research of motivation in language learning, dating back to Gardner and Lambert’s (1959) 
pioneering study in Montreal.    

The questionnaires were distributed to all teenage students, irrespective of whether they were 
attending L3 classes at the frodistirio, or only took French or German at school. This was done in 
order to collect more data and information on the matter, anticipating clearer answers to the research 
questions.  

The language teachers completed questionnaires which focused on the learners and their motivation 
to learn the L3 they taught. Prior to the commencement of the research, advance information on the 
study was given in writing, in order to inform the respondents on all points. Additionally, all participants 
were assigned a number, in order to ensure their identities remained anonymous. The reliability of the 
questionnaire was established using test-retest on 10 volunteer students who completed their L3 
studies the year before the investigation officially commenced. Once the study was evaluated, the 
researcher distributed the questionnaires to the students. After the questionnaire analysis was 
complete, semi-structured interviews with the students’ parents were conducted. The full 
conversations were audio-recorded and transcribed verbatim. Table 1 indicates the participants of the 
study: 

Table 1.  Research Participants 

Participants Students (13-16 years old) Parents Teachers 

Number 130→70F &   60M 130→85F & 45M 2 FFL Teachers and 3 GFL 
Teachers 

Once interview data were word-processed, Atlas.ti software was used to analyse and code the 
recordings. The analytical process and the data analysis involved a number of readings of the data 

6056



entries and progressive refining of emerging categories. The questionnaire data were transferred on a 
Spreadsheet and calculated through Excel. 

3 RESULTS 

3.1 The Outcomes of the Study: the students’ point of view  
As mentioned in the previous section, the questionnaires were distributed to 130 students, 70 girls and 
60 boys, aged 13-16. There were a total of 55 students who studied French and 75 who studied 
German. Out of 130 participating students, 78% who studied French and 36% who studied German 
were females, as displayed in the following pie charts: 

 

Figure 1: French Foreign Language (FFL) and Gender 

 
Figure 2: German Foreign Language (GFL) and Gender 

The following sections will focus on the findings from questionnaires on German as a Foreign 
Language (GFL) and French as a Foreign Language (FFL) separately, in order to focus on the specific 
aspects and backgrounds of each L3.  

3.1.1 German as a Foreign Language 
According to the findings, 70% of the students stated that GFL is mostly preferred amongst males. 
One of the reasons for these figures, according to the students, are that boys prefer the German 
language because they perceive it to have a masculine sound (direct quote from students’ data). The 
explanation for this might be that there are no nasal vowels in German and vowels “retain their quality 
without dipthongisation, they are often articulated with stronger muscular tension, lip movement and 
precision” (Grauberg, 1997:164). Additionally, it was stated in questionnaires that males chose to learn 
the German language, which was the result of the influence they have from their peers (82% of 
responses). According to the questionnaire findings, teenage boys felt they have to prove their 
dissimilarity to the opposite sex. Proving their masculinity can put pressure on them and their 
academic choices can be a reflection of what is believed by their societal surroundings. This outcome 
can be supported by Kissau and Turbull (2008). Traditionally, school subjects are linked by gender 
and, according to Kissau and Turnbull, teenage boys adopt a masculine persona where they must 
differentiate themselves from the girls. This results to male students steering away from courses that 
are traditionally considered feminine. Therefore, the German language is seen as a more masculine 
language choice, hence, a more appropriate fit for boys of the specific age group.  

Questionnaire data has shown that male participants were of the opinion that German is a useful 
language to learn. Male students were confident that those who were privileged enough to learn the 
language at the frodistirio could one day pursue a career in Germany. Based on the data, 70% of the 
male students stated that GFL was easier than FFL, because it is very similar to the English language, 
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which all students had been learning since their early primary school years, as mentioned earlier. The 
two languages, English and German, according to students’ responses, share similar vocabulary 
which helps them learn German vocabulary at a more rapid pace. Nonetheless, students stated that 
the German language is more practical than French and English. The following samples were selected 
to display the male students’ attitudes towards GFL (quoted by students):  

• Stboy. 78: It [German] is easier than English and French because you read exactly what you 
see.  

• Stboy. 86: There are no surprises in German the English language is full of exceptions, and so 
is French. 

A percentage of 62% of students compared this phenomenon to Greek, their L1, and claimed that 
German and Greek share the feature of fewer surprises (a phrase retrieved by the students’ 
questionnaires), compared to French. In the early stage of the questionnaire, the male students 
provided the researcher with responses explaining that the purpose they were learning the L3 was for 
‘pragmatic reasons’ (as high as 82%), meaning that they needed to learn a practical language, 
understand its function and put it into practice if needed, whether in class or in the outside world. The 
female students had different attitudes regarding GFL. 78% of the girls who studied German agreed 
that it was pragmatic and useful for the future, as it could open doors when they eventually entered the 
job-market; on the other hand, 66% of the female students stated that that their parents convinced 
them to study the language because of the economic situation in Europe. The data can be seen in the 
following samples:  

• Stgirl. 56: It is a useful language and I wish my parents could speak it too because maybe then 
we could all move to Germany and my father wouldn’t be unemployed. 

• Stgirl. 45: German may sound like a strict language, but I have to learn it for my future. 

The statements the female students made puts L3 learning in a very different perspective. Teenage 
learners nowadays have become very aware of the political and financial situation of their country, 
which has affected their academic choices. Data shows that the German language, being practical in a 
linguistic and socio-economic sense, was what intrigued the male participants but not the female ones. 
It could be argued that the male language learners had a strategic attitude towards GFL, despite their 
young age, which can bring us to the assumption that the financial crisis in Greece has brought issues 
such as finances, work and immigration to the attention of the teenage learner. According to the data, 
the male students show signs of concern when requested to choose the L3 they will learn, as they are 
not interested whether they will enjoy the language as much as what opportunities the language will 
offer them in the future. On the other hand, data show that the female learners who study German are 
making an academic sacrifice, as they are learning a language not because they are motivated, but 
because they are obligated to consider future benefits the language may offer.  

3.1.2 French as a Foreign Language 
Findings showed that male students were less likely to study FFL at this age, as there was a stigma 
that the French language was mostly prevalent among girls, indicating involvement trends by gender. 
All female learners who partook in the study gave positive comments regarding French, whether they 
were taking French classes or not, a sample of which is indicated in the following extracts:  

• Stgirl. 45: It is easy and accessible to teenagers. The words are similar to English and easy to 
understand. French is a language that is popular around the globe and useful in the trading 
market. (The participant studies French)  

• Stgirl. 68: French is a cultural language that is connected to romance and literature, however, 
even though it is a beautiful and charming language, it needs great patience to learn it, there is 
a lot of grammar and time is needed to learn how to express yourself correctly. (The participant 
does not study French) 

• Stgirl. 29: The French language is quite accessible. I like the accent and I have connected the 
language with art. It is a difficult language but I believe that it is worth learning because it is 
spoken in many countries. French words are similar to other languages and by learning French 
we can easily learn Italian, Spanish etc. (The participant studies French) 

The above sample statements given in questionnaires indicate a stereotype regarding the language 
and its use. Students who studied the language argued that it was accessible and useful in the global 
trade market, making their choice to study French a valid one. However, the female students who did 
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not study French recognized the beauty and charm of the language, as they put it, but had very 
different opinions regarding its practicality and accessibility. The German language was thought to be 
practical with masculine sounds, as mentioned earlier, whereas the French language was considered 
romantic, associated with art and fashion. These factors alone are enough to categorize the 
languages into genders and bisect students’ opinions.  

Questionnaires revealed that the 32% of boys studying French were influenced and encouraged by 
their parents, a similar situation to the girls studying German, as mentioned in the previous section. 

• Stboy. 23: I don’t like it at all, it is mostly for girls, especially the accent. 

• Stboy. 38: French is not that bad once you start learning it, but I don’t think I will continue my 
studies more than I have to. It is not in my plans.  

• Stboy. 77: A lot of irregularities in the grammar, the accent is very different to Greek and, to a 
Greek person, the French accent seems odd.  

According to the data, the teenage male learners were reluctant to expose themselves in a co-
educational context where they would be expected to speak French in class, similarly to Cohen’s 
(1998) findings. Pronunciation was recorded to be an important issue, since, based on the 
questionnaires, all boys were under the impression that French sounded feminine in comparison to the 
Greek pronunciation and, according to Loulidi (1990), who draws on the same body of research, male 
students are timid to produce the pronunciation in question, in the presence of their female peers. For 
teenage girls, on the other hand, it was acceptable to produce French pronunciation and imitate the 
sounds that male students shied away from. 

An interesting outcome of the study was that none of the boys were interested in studying French 
longer than until they acquired the first language certification, contrary to the male German language 
learners. According to Kissau and Turnbull (2008:159), language learning, specifically French, “is 
viewed by society as effeminate, it is understandable and not surprising that boys resist and drop out 
of French at a time when they feel the need to strictly adhere to the norms of masculinity or face 
ostracism from their peers”. Within the specific context of language learning, teenage learners 
perceived language education as vital, whereas in other contexts, according to Cameron (2004), it 
might be viewed as a female dominating field of education. In the Greek context, multilingualism was 
considered a vital part of education, as all students stated. Based on the evidence of the current study, 
this belief was a result of parental influence; however, the L3s students learnt were separated into 
feminine and masculine, and beneficial or not beneficial for the future, resulting in German classes 
consisting of mostly teenage boys and French classes of teenage girls.  

3.1.3 MFL Preferences: the parents’ point of view 
Data deriving from parents’ interviews showed that gender preferences had an immediate connection 
to parents’ concern. Data also showed that 94% of parents encourage their children towards the path 
of multilingualism, and play an important role in their children’s decision-making process as far as the 
choice of ‘which L3’ is concerned. All parents wished to see their children complete their studies and 
acquire a language certificate in the L3. It was understood, however, that for this to be accomplished, 
students had to feel comfortable studying the language in question; 88% of parents stated that if their 
children were not happy with the L3 they had chosen, they would eventually terminate their studies. 
For this to be avoided, parents took the issue of gender into account, believing that the choice of a 
gender-suitable L3 would lead to foreign language proficiency. 

• ParFr5: The French language has always been a language of culture and I don’t regret 
encouraging my daughter towards this direction. She loves it so much now that she is studying 
for C2 level. I am sure that she will use this knowledge to her advantage. 

• ParGer78: When it came down to choosing an L3, my son didn’t even want to discuss learning 
French. I agreed with him. Knowing my child, he wouldn’t enjoy it. He is much more comfortable 
learning German, there are more boys in the German class anyway.        

• ParGer13: I don’t think my son would enjoy French, he likes football a lot and he is not much 
into art. 

In the interviews, parents discussed young Greek males’ disinterest in learning French (73%), and 
they feared that even if they were guided towards this direction, the boys would lose all motivation and 
interest. Parents also mentioned that teenage girls were more open to experimenting and learning a 
third language, no matter what that language was, nonetheless, if they had to decide between the two, 
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French would be their first choice. Gender preferences were obvious within this group of participants. 
Parents were aware of the societal beliefs of French and German language learning and wanted to 
provide their children with an environment suitable to their needs. These needs were not questioned 
but accepted by a wider public. It can be argued, based on the findings of this small-scale study that 
French and German language learning are allocated by gender as much as the colors blue and pink 
are. 

3.1.4 MFL Preferences: the teachers’ point of view 

The language teachers who participated in the study were all female, and one of the French teachers 
taught English as well. Here, there will be a focus on French and German language teachers 
separately to provide the reader with a clear outlook on the L3 situation from the professionals’ 
perspective.  

French Language Teachers: The information the French language teachers provided confirms and 
validates the data gathered from students’ questionnaires as to their L3 preferences. Both teachers 
indicated that FFL is known to be the language of fashion and culture with an intriguing and unique 
accent, a point students also raised. Additionally, the FFL course books the teachers used covered the 
topics mentioned earlier (fashion, art etc.).  

• TFr2: The course books give our students the opportunity to explore the French culture for 
themselves. The students find it very interesting and ask many questions during the lessons. 

• TFr1: Our teenage learners, especially the boys, are curious about the foreign culture. They 
want to learn more about the arts, especially poetry. 

One could argue that male students may feel excluded when having a French lesson, since the areas 
of discussion are topics they cannot contribute much. This could demotivate the male L3 learners, 
thus their eagerness to terminate their studies as soon as possible. This likelihood was not identified 
by any of the French language teachers in the data. 

Nonetheless, the teachers acknowledged the accent issue the male language learners raised in their 
questionnaires, and reported that they have observed all language learners to make an effort to learn 
the language and its pronunciation, and reach the same level of fluency regardless of gender.  
Nonetheless, as both teachers stated, in the event that there was a student with a pronunciation 
problem, it would most possibly be a boy, not necessarily because they would not be able to adapt to 
the French pronunciation, but because they would be reluctant to freely express themselves in the L3 
and adjust to the foreign accent in class.  

The choice of the L3, according to the participant teachers, depends on both the parents who guide 
their children in developing a rich educational background, and the children who are interested in 
learning the language. The reason parents of the specific context encourage children to study French, 
according to the language teachers, is because it is taught in the state schools students attend, where 
L3 language learning is mandatory; however, parents fear that the children’s exposure to the L3 is not 
adequate, which is why students are enrolled at a frodistirio, in the hope that this will assist in their 
successful learning and achievement.  

German Language Teachers: According to the German language teachers, the motive their students 
have for studying the language is firstly because it is taught at school and, secondly, to follow their 
peers. All German teachers stated that girls seemed to enjoy the process of learning foreign 
languages and were more determined to do well, and succeed in obtaining language certification than 
their male counterparts. According to the data, teachers claimed that boys gradually became less 
enthusiastic, and reached a stage where they misbehaved in the classroom in order to impress their 
peers, especially those of the opposite sex. All the teachers expressed their disappointment regarding 
the male students’ behavior and stated that having more female students in the classroom would 
probably make matters worse, as seen in the statements below.  

• TGer4: When it comes to foreign languages, girls are just better than boys. They like what they 
do and show it. 

• TGer6: Teenage boys are difficult to manage in general, let alone when they are in the 
language classroom. They quickly lose interest and focus on making their classmates laugh, 
trying to prove themselves to the girls. I love teaching girls, but considering the way things are 
and the fact that the German language is mostly popular among the boys, more girls in class 
would just result to more misbehaving. 
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The biological notion and teachers’ common response that male students are less able language 
learners than girls is quite simplistic. This biological argument fails to explain female superiority in 
language learning when, as Carr (2002) has suggested, there are numerous boys across the world 
that study foreign languages and learn them with ease. Kissau and Turnbull (2008:164) argue that: 

[…] The biological argument that males are less able language learners does little to 
support the movement to improve male participation in second and foreign language 
classrooms. It could in fact be hypothesized that lower expectations for boys learning 
languages may negatively influence the way males are treated in language classrooms.  

It could be argued that it is not a biological factor that leads to underachievement and misbehaving, 
but the societal environment, where teenage boys are expected to perform in a certain manner. 
Additionally, if language teachers are biased against male students, it is possible that they would 
devote most of their time to the few girls they have in the classroom, which would deny teenage boys 
valuable language opportunities (Kissau and Turnbull, 2008). More behavioural-specific research 
within the context is needed in order to investigate this matter further.  

4 CONCLUSIONS 
The deepening economic downturn has had a profound impact on teenagers in the country. Within the 
nuclear family, issues such as job loss, loss in family savings or even home foreclosure can influence 
the way teenage students plan their future and view the prospects of learning foreign languages. 

In terms of the motivational dimension, the complex financial circumstances and gender differences 
were shown to interrelate and play the role of the main motivational source. Teenage L3 learners were 
aware of the severity of the financial crisis and how it may seriously affect their future, however, their 
preferences, whether they studied their preferred L3 or not, were influenced by their gender. This was 
also evident as some of the students chose the language they would study based on their parents’ 
preferences, more than their own.  The majority of the participating parents (76%) were aware that 
forcing their children to learn a language they would not enjoy could have a negative impact on their 
child’s progress. Interestingly, this was recorded mostly with the boys’ parents (47%), as the female 
students were considered more cooperative. Students were also recorded to be influenced by their 
peers when deciding which language to choose and their later behavior in the language classroom. 
Again, this occurred with the male students, who generally chose to learn German as they felt peer 
pressure to study a language that was ‘masculine’, apart from the fact that a German language 
certificate would assist them more in the future, according to findings. Deciding on an L3 based on 
environmental factors, rather than preference, could have a negative impact on the students’ 
achievement and advancement, as they may not complete their studies. The level of motivation is 
automatically lowered since learners do not necessarily study a language they enjoy, but a language 
they are expected to study. Based on the data gathered in the present study, teachers failed to see 
that students were driven to choose an L3 based on the fear of future unemployment and poverty 
rather than their own genuine eagerness and curiosity to learn the language in question, a fear 
implanted by environmental factors.  

The gender issue is forgotten in cases when the financial situation of a family is especially 
troublesome. Parents who have severe economic difficulties, or can foresee them encourage their 
children, regardless of gender, to take German classes as the German economy is considered to be 
stronger, with more prospects if Greek students choose to pursue a career within the German job-
market. French, on the other hand, is viewed as a language that offers culture and art but offers fewer 
career opportunities.  

According to the findings of this study, the students’ motivation to learn an L3 include: 
− Future prospects of entering the job market 
− Possibility of moving to a foreign country 
− Preference of language 
− The L3 studied at mainstream school 

Foreign languages have a protruding role among the skills that will help equip teenage learners. The 
current investigation within the Greek context has demonstrated that there are situation-specific 
motivation sources when selecting an L3 that involve attitudes, gender and outside influences behind 
their decision. This study can contribute to the new era of multilingualism as it provides stakeholders 
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and policymakers with information that could assist in increasing and improving the process. The data 
sample gathered from this small-scale study presents, not only the views of the language educators 
and the parents’ but the students’ outlook as well, which is of utmost importance when promoting a 
multilingual ideal in Europe. As presented in this paper, there could be a number of reasons why male 
and female learners choose the L3 they do, and a number of reasons why some of the approaches in 
FFL and GFL should change in order to attract learners of both sexes.  Such issues can be 
investigated in more depth in longitudinal studies. The current research was small-scale and there is a 
need for larger studies. 

Ideally, changes in wider socio-political and pedagogical perceptions must be made in order to remove 
labels of masculine and feminine languages, so that both the French and German language become 
more accessible to a broader range of students. Setting the financial situation of the country aside, 
and considering the gender issues discussed in this paper there are measures that need to be taken 
in order to facilitate students in the L3 preferences. Furthermore, course book publishers must take 
such research results under consideration, and make alterations in their thematic sphere in order to 
attract learners of both genders and encourage them to study either French or German without 
trepidation. If teenage boys and girls find interests in the languages they learn and the course books 
they study, they can eliminate the stigma of boys not being as successful as girls in their language 
learning, and be viewed as equal learners with equal qualities as students. If these changes do occur, 
the male teenage students will not be deprived of useful language input when in the language 
classroom and feel less pressure to prove their masculinity through their academic choices. 
Additionally, the girls may benefit from a more balanced language classroom where the situation is 
more pleasant with less disruption due to male students’ misbehavior, and will also have the choice of 
another language that is not male-dominated. 
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