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Abstract: The purpose of the present study is to explore the mindset of successful and underachieving 
EFL learners at a school of foreign languages in a state university through stakeholders’ perceptions. 
The study adopted a phenomenological design. Data were collected through interviews conducted with 
16 participants, comprising four successful students, four underachieving students, four instructors and 
four administrators. The semi-structured interviews explored the participants’ views and experiences 
regarding the phenomenon of success in a preparatory year foreign language programme. The findings 
obtained from the study provide insights into the characteristics attributed to the mindset of successful 
and underachieving learners in the Turkish context. Self-study habits, motivation, regular study habits, 
perseverance, and student engagement were the common characteristics shared by teachers, instructors 
and administrators. Whilst most factors attributed to success were shared by all the stakeholders, 
factors attributed to underachievement demonstrated differences between the groups. The results are 
believed to have the potential to contribute to the understanding of the phenomenon of success and 
the design of guidance practices in an SFL. 
 

Anahtar Sözcükler: 
Yabancı dil olarak 
İngilizce öğrenenler, 
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düşünce yapıları, 
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yükseköğretim 
 

“Ya Bat ya Çık” Sarmalı: Hazırlık Okullarındaki Başarılı ve Düşük Başarılı Öğrencilerin 
Düşünce ve Davranış Yapıları    
Özet:  Bu çalışmanın amacı bir devlet üniversitesinin Yabancı Diller Yüksekokulunda başarılı ve düşük 
başarılı öğrencilerin düşünce yapısını paydaşların bakış açısı üzerinden değerlendirmektir. Çalışmanın 
verileri 16 katılımcı ile gerçekleştirilen görüşmeler ile toplanmıştır; 16 katılımcı ise dört başarılı öğrenci, 
dört düşük başarılı öğrenci, dört öğretim görevlisi ve dört yöneticiden oluşmuştur. Yarı yapılandırılmış 
görüşmeler aracılığı ile katılımcıların yabancı diller hazırlık programında başarı olgusuna ilişkin görüş ve 
düşüncelerinin belirlenmesi amaçlanmıştır. Elde edilen bulgular yabancı dil hazırlık programlarında 
başarı ve düşük başarıya atfedilen özellikler konusunda önemli bulgulara erişmeyi sağlamıştır. Bağımsız 
çalışma alışkanlığı, motivasyon, düzenli çalışma alışkanlığı, azim ve etkin öğrenci katılımının üç paydaş 
tarafından da dile getirilen ortak kavramlar olduğu bulunmuştur. Başarıya atfedilen faktörlerin tüm 
paydaşlar tarafından ortak noktaları olduğu ancak başarısızlığa atfedilen faktörlerin gruplar arasında 
farklılık gösterdiği tespit edilmiştir. Araştırma sonuçlarının Yabancı Diller Yüksekokulu’nda başarı 
olgusunun anlaşılmasına ve rehberlik çalışmalarının planlanmasına yönelik katkıları olacağı 
düşünülmektedir.    
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1. Introduction 

The question of whether students can successfully learn the English language is not only 
popular amongst language education researchers but also amongst the media. This is a 
controversial subject of investigation, and there are many aspects to the issue. It is a common 
fallacy that many people discuss this multi-faceted topic without any reference to key issues 
such as students’ relative success in other school subjects, the state of foreign language policy 
in Turkey, assessment, and socio-economic background. However, this study addresses only 
the reasons for success and underachievement in learning English as a foreign language 
through the lens of EFL learners, language instructors, and members of the administration 
in a preparatory-year foreign language programme at a state university in Turkey.  

In the past two decades, the spread of English within Turkish universities, including 
undergraduate degree programmes, has been quite noticeable. In Turkey, students who are 
accepted to study partial or full English medium instruction degree programmes are not 
required to prove their level of English language proficiency before they are given official 
student status (Macaro & Akincioglu, 2017). Interestingly, undergraduate students are 
admitted to their programmes without having to provide any certification showing they have 
at least the target level of linguistic proficiency in English. Once they are enrolled in the 
university, they should first prove their proficiency in the English language by submitting a 
specific score in a recognized national or international language examination. Otherwise, they 
have to attend a preparatory-year foreign language programme at the SFL and try to reach a 
target level of either B1 or B2 as set by their own school before they are able to take any 
departmental course (Macaro et al., 2016). Usually, students who reach the target level earlier 
pass straight to their departmental courses after the completion of an academic term, but this 
usually takes a year and sometimes two. There are three central aspects to this problem: (1) 
students often enter SFLs with low levels of English language proficiency, (2) their 
motivation for language learning is low and (3) SFL classes are not delivered at the time in a 
student’s academic career when they could be most effective (British Council/TEPAV, 
2015). Given that students enrolled in SFLs have already taken a large number of hours to 
progress from Grade 2 to Grade 12, it does not seem viable to help students to reach the 
target level in English within just eight months. SFL students maneuver around piles of 
obstacles in their paths to learning English. There are just too many internal and external 
factors affecting the success of a student at an SFL school. The present study does not 
specifically deal with the school system that guides how students should be prepared in terms 
of language education up until the day they graduate from a high school. Instead, the study 
concentrates on the language-learning experiences of successful and underachieving language 
learners at an SFL through the description and interpretation of the stakeholders.    

The purpose of this study is to explore the characteristics of successful and underachieving 
EFL learners’ mindsets through the perceptions of learners, instructors, and members of the 
administration by taking an SFL school in Turkey as a case. The significance of this study 
stems from the fact that it does not investigate student learning by focusing on particular 
individual differences based on quantitative analysis, but instead draws on the findings of 
qualitative and quantitative studies to gain a holistic understanding of the language-learning 
journeys of SFL students by using a set of in-depth qualitative data from three different 
sources, namely students, instructors and members of the administration. The following 
section highlights the findings from some of the numerous previous studies investigating the 
factors which matter in foreign language learning, particularly in the Turkish context. 
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2. Literature Review 

The existing body of literature presents a large number of discussions on ways to promote 
the teaching and learning of English as a foreign language. Foreign language teaching and 
learning from primary level education to higher education has been on the agenda in Turkey 
for many years.    

Research has shown that many factors can have an effect on the process of foreign language 
learning. Studies have investigated the attribution of causes to the level of language 
proficiency in English. In the Turkish context, some studies have focused on individual 
differences such as age, gender, foreign language aptitude, learning strategies, motivation, 
personality, culture, self-efficacy, and prior linguistic knowledge to explain the changes in 
students’ learning experiences (Balcı, 2018; Erten, 2009; Genç & Aydın, 2011; Okay & 
Balçıkanlı, 2017). On the other hand, a growing number of studies have explored the learning 
and teaching processes through an in-depth understanding of the phenomenon (Candan & 
Inal, 2020; Mede & Uygun, 2014; Yavuz & Höl, 2017; Yurtsever Bodur & Arıkan, 2017).    

Language learners at SFLs in Turkey attribute their academic success or failure to different 
reasons. Similarly, researchers have found weak and strong associations between academic 
performance and a set of internal and external factors. Okay and Balçıkanlı (2017) conducted 
mixed-methods research among a group of 144 SFL students at a state university and 
investigated the students’ perceptions of teacher/learner responsibilities and the role of 
motivation in these perceptions. The findings showed that students with high motivation 
considered themselves good/very good in their decision-making abilities in comparison with 
low-motivated students. However, motivation was not found to be a significant factor in 
shaping students’ perceptions of teacher/learner responsibilities. Doğan and Tuncer (2016) 
examined the relationship between foreign-language anxiety and academic achievement in 
English in a sample of 683 SFL students and found a negative correlation between anxiety 
and achievement. Aydin et al. (2020) investigated sources of test anxiety among 57 SFL 
students using a set of qualitative techniques, namely focus groups, essay papers, and 
interviews. The findings showed that students suffered from test anxiety because they 
experienced physical problems and affective problems; moreover, EFL learners used a 
limited number of strategies to overcome test anxiety. Some studies have looked into 
students’ attitudes towards learning a foreign language. In a sample of 60 SFL students at a 
state university, Şentürk (2019) found that the students seemed to be motivated to learn 
English because they believed that they would need it throughout their professional lives. 
Aytaç-Demirçivi (2020) examined the relationship between writing anxiety according to 
gender, writing self-efficacy, and writing achievement and found a negative association 
between writing self-efficacy and anxiety. The findings of that study did not show that gender 
had an effect on students’ writing anxiety. Balcı (2018) investigated the self-efficacy beliefs 
of EFL learners and found that students’ self-efficacy beliefs increased throughout their 
education at an SFL. Canaran et al. (2020) examined 347 SFL students’ listening proficiency 
in English in relation to sources of anxiety and self-efficacy and found strong negative 
relationships between internal and external causes of anxiety and self-efficacy in English. 
They also found that self-efficacious students were likely to be more proficient in listening 
in English. Along with self-efficacy and anxiety, self-regulated learning has also been 
investigated in a number of studies. Yüce (2019) conducted a study at a public university and 
found that foreign language learners had some difficulties in recalling specific knowledge and 
relating new knowledge to their existing knowledge. The findings also noted that gender did 
not have a significant effect on students’ perceptions of self-regulation. Students’ attitudes 
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towards technology-integrated foreign language classrooms have also been discussed in the 
literature. Ozer and Kılıç (2018) investigated the effect of a mobile-assisted learning 
environment on academic achievement, acceptance of mobile learning tools, and the 
cognitive load of English-language learners at an SFL using an experimental study design. 
The results showed a significant difference in academic achievement and the mobile learning 
tools acceptance level of students in favour of the experimental group. It was also found that 
even though the students learning a foreign language in a technology-rich learning 
environment were not cognitively overloaded, students in the control group were. Several 
studies have been conducted to explore students’ learning experiences in SFLs. There are 
also a substantial number of studies that have been conducted to better understand the 
teaching processes at SFLs through evaluation of course contents, materials, forms of 
assessment, and instructors’ perceptions of the teaching and learning processes. The 
development of EFL students’ language skills and overall linguistic knowledge has also been 
studied in the Turkish context. Candan and Inal (2020) explored SFL students’ perceptions 
of different English pronunciations and accents based on native and non-native EFL 
teachers’ pronunciation. It was found that students were positively affected not only by 
native but also by non-native English-speaker teachers. The findings also implied SFL 
students’ expectations of receiving their instruction with more emphasis on pronunciation. 
Yavuz and Höl (2017) analyzed SFL students’ attributions to causes of success and failure in 
their language-learning process. For the majority of students, exerting too little effort was 
the most important attribution for failure. The other two most frequent attributions were 
lack of interest in learning a foreign language and the effect of the teacher. 

Even though internal and external factors have been a particular focus of interest amongst 
language education scholars, little attention has been given to cross-cultural differences in 
the Turkish context. Interestingly, when the effect of individual factors on Turkish EFL 
learners’ language learning is examined, the findings of many studies can be generalizable to 
the findings from western countries. However, a comparative evaluation of the overall 
performance of Turkish EFL learners yields some contradictory results. Education First’s 
ranking of 100 countries in 2020 by English skills can help us to understand the big picture. 
Turkey ranks 69th out of 100 in the global rankings (Education First, 2020). It will be a fallacy 
if Turkey’s PISA performance is ignored. Turkish students also scored lower than the OECD 
average in reading (OECD, 2019). The big picture is alarming, and there is no denying that 
the key to overcoming problems in language teaching and learning is a substantial reform of 
the education sector. In order for this educational reform to make headway, extensive 
research is needed. A literature gap exists in the Turkish context for meta-analyses, systematic 
reviews, and qualitative research to capture the big picture. A review of the literature shows 
that there is scant qualitative research conducted on a sample of SFL students in the past 
decade. Therefore, the present study employs a more synthetic rather than analytic approach. 
This study aims to examine the growth mindset for effective foreign language learning which 
can help students by synthesizing the views of English-language learners, instructors and 
members of the administration at an SFL. Based on the need identified in the literature and 
on the discussion above, the following research questions were formulated: 

1. What is the perceived mindset of successful EFL learners from SFL stakeholders’ 
views?  

2. What is the perceived mindset of underachieving EFL learners from SFL 
stakeholders’ views?  
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3. Method 
3.1. Research Design 

This study adopted a phenomenological research design based on the notion that shared 
experiences have an essence or essences and are the core meanings that are mutually 
understood through a phenomenon experienced in common (Patton, 1990). As 
phenomenological studies investigate a phenomenon through the ways in which it is seen 
through the eyes of individuals who experience it, the present study included the stakeholders 
with a view to uncovering the essence of their cognitive processes from the perspective of 
common experience of learning English as a foreign language in a compulsory preparatory 
programme.  

3.2. Participants  

The present study involved 16 participants who were stakeholders in the School of Foreign 
Languages at a public university located in the southern part of Turkey. The SFL where this 
study took place had around 800 students enrolled. The majority of the departments had 
English as the medium of instruction and the preparatory programme was compulsory. The 
participants included four successful and four underachieving students (selected based on 
their overall scores in the programme), four instructors who had been teaching in the School 
of Foreign Languages for at least seven years (two Turkish instructors and two foreign 
instructors), and four administrators who had current or previous experience of working as 
director assistants in the school. The student participants comprised two groups. The four 
in the successful student group were two females and two males, each with an average yearly 
score of 80 or over. The four students in the underachieving group, two males and two 
females, had an average yearly score of 50 (which is less than the minimum score of 60 
required to take the final exam).  

3.3. Data Collection  

Ethical approval was granted for data collection by the university’s research ethics 
committee. The interviews were conducted face-to-face in the first two weeks of March 2020. 
Four participanting students who could not be interviewed face-to-face due to the 
coronavirus lockdown were then interviewed online. The in-person interviews were 
conducted in an available room at the university. The interviews explored students’ views of 
their own and their classmates’ learning experiences. Separate schedules were developed for 
successful and underachieving learners. In addition, interviews with instructors and 
administrators were conducted. Before the interviews started, the participants were informed 
about the purpose of the study. They were told that their responses would be recorded for 
analysis purposes only and were reassured that attention would be paid to confidentiality. 
The duration of the interviews varied between 8 and 29 minutes. 

3.4. Data Analysis  

Content analysis and frequency counts were used to interpret the data. The researchers read 
the 16 participants’ responses repeatedly to familiarize themselves with the picture of the 
overall content. Data were analyzed according to the meaning attributed to the successful 
language learner by students, teachers, and administrators. Inter-rater reliability was 
computed by using the number of codes on which the authors agreed and disagreed (Miles 
& Huberman, 1994). Each researcher coded the transcribed data individually. A further 
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interrogation of the data allowed the research team to examine the differences between 
themes. Later, the researchers scheduled an online meeting to compare and contrast their 
codes. After discrepancies were resolved in a few sessions, the inter-rater reliability was found 
to be 90.7% [49/(49+5)].   

4. Findings 

The findings of the study are presented in three categories; students, teachers, and 
administrators separately. Table 1 demonstrates the analysis of the codes obtained from 
students’ data.   

Table 1.  

Students’ Mindset of Successful and Underachieving EFL learners   

Perceived Mindset of 
Successful Learners 

f 
Perceived Mindset of Underachieving 
Learners 

f 

Regular study habits 15 
Perceived overwhelming expectations from 
students                    

9 

Self-study habits  11 Over-confidence in existing knowledge                                          8 
Perseverance  9 Lack of motivation                                                                 7 
Linguistic background                                                                             6 Effect of peers                                                                                      5 
Effective learning skills                                                                                                6 Lack of perseverance                                                                             5 
Foreign language aptitude 5 Lack of regular study habits                                                          3 
Self-confidence 5 Lack of student engagement                                                          3 
Motivation  5 Social and psychological problems                                                2 
Student engagement 4 Lack of self-study skills                                                                   2 
The teacher effect 4 Negative attitudes towards learning English                                  1 

Attendance 2 Lack of linguistic background                                                        1 
Peer learning   1   

The total of 13 codes that were linked to high academic performance were identified from 
the students’ perspective. The top three factors that were considered to be associated with 
high success were regular study habits (f=15), self-study habits (f=11), and perseverance (f=9). Other 
items were linguistic background (f=6), effective learning skills (f=6), motivation (f=5), foreign language 
aptitude (f=5), self-confidence (f=5), student engagement (f=4), the teacher effect (f=4), attendance (f=2), 
and peer learning (f=1). The top three factors associated with underachievement were perceived 
overwhelming expectations from students (f=9), over-confidence in existing knowledge (f=8), and lack of 
motivation (f=7); other factors were found to be lack of motivation (f=7), the effect of peers (f=5), 
lack of perseverance (f=5), lack of regular study habits (f=3), lack of student engagement  (f=3), social and 
psychological problems (f=2), lack of self-study skills  (f=2), negative attitudes towards learning English 
(f=1) and lack of linguistic background (f=1). Excerpts from the interviews are as follows:                                                     

To achieve in English, one also needs to be good at his/her own language. How am I supposed to 
write a good paragraph if I am not good at doing so in my native language? (S5, female, 
underachieving learner)  

Things done and recommended here [at this school] have a purpose. Online assignments, materials 
shared by the Material Development Unit, all the assignments and recommended websites, etc. Some 
students think that only attending classes would suffice, but I think attending regularly accounts for 
only 25% of success. (S1, male, successful learner) 
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For years, I resisted the idea of learning English. I was saying ‘Why don’t others learn my language 
but I have to learn theirs?’ I was wrong. This mindset only caused me to lose time. (S6, male, 
underachieving learner)  

I think they are expecting too much from us. We do not have a good English education background. 
We spent so much time studying for the University entrance exam. We need to socialize. Now the 
programme here is so hectic. After some time, I gave up trying to succeed. The passing score is also 
unnecessarily high. (S8, male, underachieving learner)  

Some students study hard, but they tend to give up in case of some obstacles. We should not give up. 
That breaking point ruins everything so easily. (S1, male, successful learner) 

Some families support their children’s education. Some others are no help at all. For instance, my 
family keep saying that I would never succeed in the prep class. (S7, female, underachieving 
learner)  

Some students start with a better English background. Especially in the first weeks, they succeed 
without much effort. However, when they trust this factor too much, they fail in the following months. 
(S5 female, underachieving learner)  

I think studying and studying effectively are not the same thing. I could have been more successful if I 
knew the effective learning methods. Some of my friends are trying to learn more vocabulary by reading 
dictionaries. I have never done that. (S8, male, underachieving learner) 

I think friends could affect your performance. I see that some students tend to give up studying and 
hang around outside with friends. Just physically coming to school does not suffice. One needs to 
participate actively and review what is learned regularly. (S4, male, successful learner) 

One should review what has been learned and try to have an idea about what will be covered. Coming 
to classes without doing these does not enable effective learning outcomes. (S2, female, successful 
learner) 

I do all assignments because I believe that they contribute to my learning. I also watch English movies. 
By doing so, I keep English active in my life. We have a foreign country here under these conditions. 
We have foreign teachers and we have all kinds of materials. With self-study habits, I do not think 
that there are any excuses for failure. (S4, female, successful learner) 

Table 2.  

Instructors’ Mindset of Successful and Underachieving EFL learners  

Perceived Mindset of Successful 
Learners 

f Perceived Mindset of Underachieving 
Learners 

f 

Self-study habits  10 Negative attitudes towards learning English                                  3 
Motivation 5 Dissatisfaction with the programme enrolled 3 
Student engagement 5 Social and psychological problems   2 
Peer learning 3   
Regular study habits 3   
Effective learning skills                                                                                                  2   
The teacher effect 2   
Foreign language aptitude 2   
Self-confidence 2   
Using what has been learned  1   
Linguistic background 1   
Attendance 1   
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Table 2 shows the participating instructors’ mindset of successful and poor EFL learners. 
Twelve codes were linked to success, whereas there were only three codes linked to 
underachievement. The instructors were found to associate success in an SFL mostly with 
self-study habits (f=10), motivation (f=5), and student engagement (f=5). Other less frequently 
mentioned items were peer learning (f=3), regular study habits (f=3), effective learning skills (f=2), 
the teacher effect (f=2), foreign language aptitude (f=2), self-confidence (f=2), using what has been learned 
(f=1), linguistic background (f=1) and attendance (f=1). To the instructors, negative attitudes towards 
learning English (f=3), dissatisfaction with the programme enrolled (f=3), and social and psychological 
problems (f=2) were the causes of underachievement in SFL. It is important to note that the 
teachers mostly associated underachievement with psychological factors.   

Some students are trying to use extra materials and doing their best to explore the language. Just 
coming to classes and listening passively is not enough. Those who try to learn more always succeed. 
(T3, female, with seven years of teaching experience) 

Intrinsic motivation is the key to success. Some students are not satisfied with the department they are 
enrolled in. During their already challenging foreign language learning year, they are also getting 
prepared for the challenging university exam to change their department. Hence, they fall behind when 
the exams and quizzes start. (T2, male, with eight years of teaching experience) 

Some students do not have the aptitude for learning a foreign language. Creating excitement is the 
teacher’s duty, but it is still up to the student. Although you are doing your best to reach those students, 
you see that improvement is so little. (T4, female, with 15 years of teaching experience) 

In my experience, I have never seen a student who had negative attitudes towards learning English 
and succeeded. Those who have negative attitudes always fail. (T3, female, with seven years of 
teaching experience) 

Some students have serious accommodation, financial or family problems. If their basic needs are not 
met, one cannot expect them to fully focus on their career here, so sadly, they fail. (T3, female, with 
seven years of teaching experience) 

From the very beginning, you have an idea about the potential success of a student. How organized 
does s/he come to classes? How attentively does s/he listen? How often does s/he use the newly learned 
topics? How serious is s/he about the requirements? Students who lack these characteristics can rarely 
succeed. (T4, male, with nine years of teaching experience) 

Learning autonomy is a key factor. Autonomous learners find ways to succeed; they do things out of 
school as well. They do not limit their learning to school, so they succeed. (T2, male, with eight 
years of teaching experience) 

The requirements at the SFL need perseverance from both students and teachers. To help a student to 
succeed, I should provide a positive learning environment where peer learning is enhanced. However, I 
cannot see the broader picture of one specific student’s performance in other lessons. (T3, female, with 
seven years of teaching experience)  

We have time to teach, and they should improve it out of school and not limit their learning to school 
(T4, female, with 15 years of teaching experience) 

Some students have serious family problems that affect their adaptation to school. These students 
struggle with some psychological and social difficulties and thus cannot fully concentrate on or catch up 
with the requirements of the School of Foreign Languages. (T3, female, with seven years of 
teaching experience) 
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Table 3.  

Administrators’ Mindset of Successful and Underachieving EFL learners  

Perceived Mindset of Successful 
Learners 

f Perceived Mindset of 
Underachieving Learners 

f 

Self-study habits   4 Effect of peers 5  

Perseverance   3 Sink-or-swim dilemma             3 

Motivation  
 

3 Negative attitudes towards learning 
English                                  

3 

The teacher effect  3 Mental blocks          2 

Regular study habits  2 Social and psychological problems   2 

Foreign language aptitude  2 Lack of linguistic background                                                        2 

Student engagement    2   
Peer learning    2   
Attitudes towards learning English   2   
Linguistic background                                                                             1     
Using what has been learned in the 
classroom. 

1   

Table 3 presents the participating administrators’ mindset of successful and underachieving 
EFL learners. To the members of the administration, successful EFL learners’ achievement 
was associated mostly with self-study habits (f=4), perseverance (f=3), motivation (f=3), and the teacher 
effect (f=3). Other less frequently mentioned items were regular study habits (f=2), foreign language 
aptitude (f=2), student engagement (f=2), peer learning (f=2), attitudes towards learning English (f=2), 
linguistic background (f=1), and using what has been learned in the classroom (f=1). On the other hand, 
the top three factors associated with underachievement were considered to be the effect of peers 
(f=5), the sink or swim dilemma (f=3), and negative attitudes towards learning English (f=3). Other 
less frequently mentioned items were mental blocks (f=2), social and psychological problems (f=2), 
and lack of linguistic background (f=2). Like the student participants, the administrators 
mentioned the effect of peers and the demanding nature of the requirements from students 
as factors associated with failure.  

You can actually notice those who will succeed or fail from the very beginning of the school year. Those 
who try to speak with limited English, who use the materials provided and find even extra sources can 
generally succeed. Although the materials and the curriculum here are immense, those who enrich them 
actually succeed. (A4, female) 

In the beginning, most of them have relatively high motivation. A few weeks later the pacing becomes 
more intense, the first quiz is done, and [oral] presentations start. Those who persist without giving 
up will somehow achieve. However, some feel overwhelmed and give up. Unfortunately, the curriculum 
we have to follow gives us no opportunity to do something for students falling behind. Making a student 
B1 or B2 in just eight months does not allow this. Perseverance is needed on both the students’ and 
the teachers’ sides. Students should not give up, and teachers should not give up because students give 
up. (A2, female) 

With this extensive programme, students who have a little linguistic background and demonstrate 
perseverance usually succeed. (A1, female) 

Some students actually do not want to continue their education here. They actually do not want to 
continue their career in the department in which they are enrolled. They are here because of their family’s 
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pressure. Expecting these kinds of students to adapt psychologically and socially is far from reality. 
(A2, female) 

Some students have some kind of mental block. They think English is too difficult to learn, SFL sets 
too high standards for passing, attendance rules are too strict, and so on. These kinds of resisting 
thoughts of students give more harm than benefit and usually result in failure. (A3, male)  

5. Discussion and Conclusion 

This study has explored the mindsets of successful and underachieving EFL learners at a 
school of foreign languages through stakeholders’ perceptions. Data obtained from students, 
instructors, and administrators have provided a picture of the core meanings attributed to 
the mindset of successful learners from stakeholders’ views.     

Characteristics attributed to successful learners included factors such as self-study habits, 
motivation, regular study habits, perseverance, student engagement, aptitude, attitudes, the 
teacher effect, linguistic background, self-confidence, attendance, peer learning, using what 
has been learned, and effective learning skills, which were elicited from all the stakeholders. 
Among these, self-study habits, motivation, regular study habits, perseverance, and student 
engagement were the common characteristics shared by students, teachers, and 
administrators. Although the literature in the Turkish context has reported many factors, 
such as course materials, contents, assessment and assignments (Atar et al., 2020), foreign 
language anxiety (Kruk, 2021; Toyama & Yamazaki, 2021), test anxiety (Aydin et al., 2020), 
self-efficacy (Balcı, 2018; Canaran et al., 2020), academic achievement (Doğan & Tuncer, 
2016; Erten, 2009; Ozer & Kılıç, 2018), demographic variables (Erten, 2009; Macaro & 
Akincioglu, 2017) and motivation (Genç & Aydın, 2011; Okay & Balçıkanlı, 2017) associated 
with success in an SFL, the factors in the list elicited from the participants in this study were 
shared by all the participating stakeholders. It seems that self-study outside the class 
environment is considered a crucial factor. Not limiting learning just to the classroom and 
benefitting from authentic language exposure have been reported to play fundamental roles 
in maintaining learners’ motivation (Benson, 2011; Nguyen & Stracke, 2021; Richards, 2015), 
which is another essential factor. Motivation has long been reported to be a highly critical 
factor for success in foreign language learning. To some extent, all other factors are 
considered to be influenced by motivation (Kim & Kim, 2014; Ushioda, 2016). Whilst all the 
stakeholders mentioned the role of motivation for success, the instructors specifically 
mentioned intrinsic motivation as the key factor for success. They also linked high 
motivation with perseverance. Perseverance, which means steady persistence despite 
difficulties and obstacles, is also one of the dimensions stated in Oxford’s (2016) positive 
psychology model and referred to as one of the critical elements in language-learning 
motivation.    

Characteristics attributed to underachieving language learners included a variety of habits 
and factors. However, it is essential to note that the absence of the features attributed to 
successful language learners in this study is also a possible indicator of poor academic 
performance. Characteristics attributed to underachieving learners included negative 
attitudes towards learning English, overwhelming expectations from students, over-
confidence in existing knowledge, lack of motivation, the effect of peers, lack of 
perseverance, lack of self-study habits, lack of engagement, social and psychological 
problems, lack of linguistic background, the ‘sink or swim’ dilemma, and mental blocks. 
Among these, only two factors were shared by all the stakeholders, which were negative 
attitudes towards English and social and psychological factors. Gardner’s (2000) socio-
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educational model of second language acquisition indicated that attitudes toward the learning 
situation are related to achievement in the second language, but it also suggests that the effect 
is indirect and acts through motivation. Although these factors indicate that students who 
demonstrate negative attitudes towards English typically fail, it is also important to note that 
the lack of characteristics attributed to successful learners could also lead to failure. Another 
reason given for failure is the ‘sink or swim’ dilemma, which can be explained as the approach 
in which learners’ individual differences cannot easily be taken into consideration because of 
the time constraints and the content load within a short period of time. The present study 
acknowledged the findings of the British Council/TEPAV report in 2015 that preparatory 
year foreign language programme classes are not delivered at the optimal time in a student’s 
academic career because most SFL students enter university with low levels of proficiency in 
English, and it does not seem viable to help them to reach the target level of B2 in English 
within just eight months. Students, most of whom enter the preparatory school at levels of 
A1 or A2 on the CEFR scale, are expected to reach a target level of at least B1 in just eight 
months if they are enrolled in an English-medium instruction programme. However, 
reaching this target level within this short time frame does not seem feasible for most 
students according to the report of British Council/TEPAV (2015) and to some participants 
of the present study. This dilemma is especially pertinent for students at levels of pre A1 and 
A1. Some characteristics of underachieving learners were shared by students and 
administrators, including overwhelming expectations from the students and the effects of 
peers. However, no characteristics attributed to underachieving learners were common 
among teachers and administrators or between teachers and students. This similarity is 
considered to stem from the fact that administrators contact failing students when they face 
problems and usually deal with their problems. They may thus become more familiar with 
the shared experiences of students who struggle more than others and who eventually fail. 
The effects of peers were also indicated as a factor causing failure by administrators and 
students. The immediate context in which the language is taught is reported to have effects 
on learners’ attitudes (Masgoret & Gardner, 2003). How exactly peers affect each other in 
success or failure is an under-investigated issue but it seems that according to the participants’ 
experiences and observations, peers had direct or indirect effects on the factors leading to 
success and to failure.    

There is a general tendency to see teachers as the key factor to success; however, all the 
stakeholders seemed to point to the role of self-efforts as the most important factor. 
Investing effort in learning is key to learning and Nguyen and Stracke (2021) explained the 
importance of capacity for self-learning through independent action, decision-making and 
out-of-class learning. Although the teachers’ role was appreciated in this study, both 
instructors and teachers stated that other factors such as motivation and self-study habits 
were better indicators of success. This might result from the circumstances in SFLs, including 
the followings: a) students have the opportunity to learn from different teachers throughout 
the year, and the same course is shared by two teachers, which eliminates the dominant role 
of one teacher in success and failure, b) the same curriculum is followed using the same 
pacing, and c) students take the same exam using the same materials. In cases when a single 
teacher is dominant, the teacher effect might have had higher importance. Another important 
factor for the decreased teacher effect was mentioned as age by one of the participants. Adult 
learners at the university level are not considered to be affected by teachers in dramatic ways. 
However, SFL teachers should accept one weighty responsibility. Considering that not every 
student enrolled in an SFL is an autonomous learner, teachers as academic advisors should 
continuously assist students in thinking critically about their short-term and long-term 
learning plans as well as effective learning strategies. As indicated by Cosgun and Atay (2021, 



The ‘Sink or Swim’ Dilemma: Mindsets of Successful and Underachieving EFL Learners at a School of 
Foreign Languages  

İşpınar Akçayoğlu & Özer  

48 
 

Soodmand Afshar and Movassagh (2017) and Wale and Bishaw (2020), ctirical thinking skills 
and lingustic improvement are interconnected and they cultivate a growth-oriented mindset.   

Factors bringing success and student characteristics contributing to success have been 
subject to various studies in the literature for a long time. However, there has been relatively 
little research focusing on the factors causing failure in the context of foreign language 
learning in an SFL in Turkey. An interesting finding of the study was that the underachieving 
students listed more characteristics reflecting the mindset of underachieving learners than 
other stakeholders. A wide range of factors including lack of English-language background, 
over-confidence in existing knowledge, family, and perceived overwhelming expectations 
from students, were indicated by the students, but not by the administrators or teachers. 
Bandura (1982) suggested that when individuals think that a particular work is hard and 
beyond their skills, they tend to interrupt or totally give up that work, which is related to low 
self-efficacy. However, they can be ready to spend more effort meeting challenges if their 
self-efficacy is high. The underachieving students’ views about finding SFL requirements too 
challenging and teachers’ and administrators’ emphasis on perseverance seem to be 
associated with Bandura’s self-efficacy theory. Hsieh (2004) and Thompson, Aizawa, Curle 
and Rose (2021) found that learners who had higher self-efficacy perceptions, a positive 
attitude towards a foreign language, and lower anxiety in learning a foreign language 
demonstrated higher academic achievement. Increasing students’ self-efficacy and creating a 
positive atmosphere in the classroom are factors that can contribute to students’ positive 
attitudes towards learning English, which, in turn, could increase their motivation as well as 
their self-study habits. Factors contributing to success affect each other directly and 
indirectly, and both instructors and members of the administration should look for ways of 
fostering a success mindset in students, and once the students see the progress they have 
made, they could be more independent learners.  

6. Implications 

This study has explored how stakeholders describe successful language learners in the SFL 
context in Turkey. The study, on the whole, has yielded a couple of interesting findings which 
can help language teaching practitioners and researchers to propose relevant solutions in 
their school context. Because students enter universities with low English proficiency, the 
first change for the better should be introduced to deal with the relatively low levels of 
progress in primary and secondary level students’ English proficiency. When we focus on 
what changes can be made after students have been admitted to the university, the results 
obtained from this study provide valuable insights from the perspectives of stakeholders 
regarding the mindset of successful and of underachieving learners. All the participants 
highlighted the importance of self-study skills, motivation, and perseverance for 
achievement. The students enrolled in SFLs could be provided with systematic training on 
the importance of these factors and how to improve them. Underachieving learners seem to 
be affected by many internal and external factors, so they could be provided with guidance 
on setting short-term and long-term goals to focus more on their learning goals. In addition, 
instructors could be provided with training on the factors which contribute to students’ 
failure and should try to eliminate these factors. It is obvious that the ongoing COVID-19 
pandemic has disrupted teaching and learning processes in SFLs as well as other language 
schools at all levels, but if teachers are more aware of their students’ need for regular one-
to-one guidance, fewer students will drop out of school, particularly in the early period of 
the academic term, due to the false belief that they are not cut out for learning a foreign 
language.   
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With the spread of the COVID-19 pandemic, the existing education process at all levels has 
been profoundly disrupted, and classes have been moved from face-to-face to emergency 
remote teaching from the spring term of 2020 onwards, so the present study is limited to 
students’ language learning experiences throughout the fall term only. In addition, studies to 
be conducted with larger groups of participants in SFLs at foundation universities would 
contribute to the understanding of the phenomenon better because the student acceptance 
procedures vary from state-run to foundation universities.  

Note on Ethical Issues 

The authors confirm that ethical approval was obtained from Adana Alparslan Turkes 
Science and Technology University (Approval Date: 28 /02 /2020). 
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