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Abstract

Purpose: This article examines factors associated with the effectiveness of learning English as a foreign language  (EFL) 
among Polish primary school graduates, using the population of graduates from public primary schools in a medium-sized  
city as a case study. Based on data from the 2022 eighth-grade examination, a threshold corresponding to A2 proficiency  
as defined by the Common European Framework of Reference for Languages (CEFR; Polish: ESOKJ) was established (standard 
setting procedure). This threshold was then used to estimate the proportion of students completing primary school with  
English proficiency at the A2 level. The estimated proportion was 32.2% in Poland as a whole and 40.3% in the city under 
study, pointing to a substantial gap in foreign language attainment. Method: The analysis drew on data on potential individual, 
family, and school-related determinants of achievement collected for the entire city population of 8th grade students. A series 
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of logistic regression analyses, culminating in a mixed-effects logistic regression model with multiple imputation and backward 
elimination, identified several significant correlates of attaining A2 proficiency. Results: Higher educational aspirations,  
intrinsic motivation, learning English outside school, playing computer games in English, and reading books in English were 
positively associated with the likelihood of reaching the A2 level. Direct parental assistance with homework was negatively 
associated with this outcome (a probable explanation is reverse causality). The two-level model also revealed significant  
variation between class groups. Discussion: This variation was largely explained by motivational patterns: teaching pedagogies 
supporting intrinsic motivation appear to enhance language learning effectiveness, whereas school reinforcement  
of parental strategies oriented towards extrinsic motivation may reduce it.

Keywords: English as a foreign language, primary education, A2 proficiency, CEFR, learning outcomes, 
intrinsic motivation, family support, school effectiveness, educational aspirations, Poland

Czynniki indywidualne, rodzinne i szkolne związane ze skutecznością nauki 
języka angielskiego jako obcego

Streszczenie

Cel: W niniejszym artykule przeanalizowano czynniki związane ze skutecznością nauki języka angielskiego jako języka obcego 
wśród polskich absolwentów szkół podstawowych, wykorzystując jako studium przypadku populację absolwentów publicz-
nych szkół podstawowych w średniej wielkości mieście. Na podstawie danych z egzaminu ósmoklasisty z 2022 r. ustalono 
próg odpowiadający poziomowi biegłości A2 zgodnie z CEFR/ESOKJ (procedura standard setting). Próg ten został następnie 
wykorzystany do oszacowania odsetka uczniów kończących szkołę podstawową z poziomem znajomości języka angielskiego 
minimum A2. Szacowany odsetek wyniósł 32,2% w całej Polsce i 40,3% w badanym mieście, co wskazuje na znaczną lukę 
w osiągnięciach w stosunku do programu w zakresie znajomości języków obcych. Metoda: Analiza opierała się na danych 
dotyczących potencjalnych indywidualnych, rodzinnych i szkolnych czynników determinujących osiągnięcia, zebranych dla 
badanej populacji uczniów klasy VIII. Seria analiz regresji logistycznej, zakończona modelem regresji logistycznej z efektami 
mieszanymi, z wielokrotną imputacją i eliminacją wsteczną, pozwoliła zidentyfikować kilka istotnych predyktorów osiągnięcia 
poziomu minimum A2. Wyniki: Wyższe aspiracje edukacyjne, motywacja wewnętrzna, nauka języka angielskiego poza 
szkołą, granie w gry komputerowe w języku angielskim i czytanie książek w języku angielskim były pozytywnie związane  
z prawdopodobieństwem spełnienia kryterium. Natomiast bezpośrednia pomoc rodziców w odrabianiu zadań domowych była 
negatywnie związana z osiągnięciem A2 (prawdopodobne wyjaśnienie to odwrócona przyczynowość). Model dwupoziomowy 
ujawnił również istotne różnice między oddziałami klasowymi. Dyskusja: Różnice te można w dużej mierze wyjaśnić  
wzorcami motywacyjnymi: pedagogie nauczania wspierające motywację wewnętrzną wydają się zwiększać skuteczność  
nauki języka, podczas gdy wzmacnianie przez szkołę strategii rodzicielskich ukierunkowanych na motywację zewnętrzną 
może ją zmniejszać.

Słowa kluczowe: język angielski jako język obcy,  edukacja podstawowa, poziom biegłości A2, CEFR, 
efekty uczenia się, motywacja wewnętrzna, wsparcie rodziny, skuteczność szkoły, aspiracje edukacyjne, 
Polska

1. INTRODUCTION

In the face of globalization and the growing need for linguistic competence, effective teaching of a foreign language in 
primary schools is becoming not only an educational priority, but also a social and economic requirement. In almost all 
European countries, including Poland, the most commonly taught foreign language is English, in both primary and secondary 
schools (EACEA/Eurydice, 2019). In Poland, since the 2015/2016 school year, children take part in compulsory foreign 
language education as early as kindergarten (Journal of Laws 2014, item 803), and since 2008/2009 there have been 
compulsory foreign language classes as early as the first grade of primary school with a minimum of two lessons per week 
(2 hours in grades 1–3 and 3 hours in grades 4–8) (Journal of Laws 2009, No. 4 item 17).

Despite the significant number of hours (n=630) devoted to English language learning in primary schools in Poland over 
eight years of study, the level of linguistic competence of Polish students is far from desirable. This was visible in the results 
of an international study conducted in 2011, known as The European Survey on Language Competence  (ESLC). That survey 
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involved 53,000 European teenagers from 14 countries, including Belgium, Bulgaria, Croatia, Estonia, France, Greece, Malta, 
the Netherlands, Portugal, Slovenia, Spain, Sweden, the United Kingdom and Poland (Costa, & Albergaria-Almeida, 2015; 
European Commission, 2012; Gajewska-Dyszkiewicz et al., 2013; Muszyński, 2016). Polish 15-year-olds (students from  
the last grade of the then lower secondary schools) achieved some of the lowest results in Europe: 24% below A1, 34% A1, 
17% A2, 15% B1 and 10% B2 (levels described in the Common European Framework of Reference (CEFR)). Lower results 
were found in only three countries, while in the case of Sweden (the leader), the percentages were 1, 6, 11, 25 and 57% 
respectively.

Although the ESLC took place more than 10 years ago (in 2011), the level of skills of Polish adolescents has not improved 
significantly, as confirmed by analyses of the results of nationwide external examinations in English (Marchlik, Wichrowska  
& Jasińska-Maciążek, 2022; Marchlik, Wichrowska, Muszyński et al., 2022). After eight years of foreign language instruction 
in primary school, less than one in three Polish students can use English at a level of at least A2 (the level expected  
and required by the curriculum).

Despite extensive research on EFL achievement, little is known about determinants of meeting a curriculum-aligned  
proficiency threshold (CEFR A2) at the end of primary school using integrated multi-informant data. This study operatio-
nalizes students’ A2-level proficiency through IRT-based scaling and standard setting applied to the national eighth-grade 
English examination, and investigates the individual- and family-level determinants of low proficiency as well as its between-
-class clustering within a local education system.

This issue has become the focus of interest for the local education authority of one medium-sized city in central  
Poland. As part of the city’s collaboration with the research community, a study was carried out to identify the factors that 
influence success or failure in English language learning. An important aim of the study was also to find out whether the low  
effectiveness of language teaching is a widespread phenomenon or whether the problem is concentrated in selected schools 
or classes. This article presents the results of the study. When interpreting the results, it should be noted that the data pre-
sented in this article was collected in 2022 and therefore refers to students who spent a considerable part of their education 
during the COVID-19 pandemic. This indicates that the overall teaching process was conducted differently than usual.

1.1 The level of command of English as a foreign language 
Learning a foreign language is a complex process influenced by multiple factors (Araujo & Costa, 2013; Costa & Albergaria 
-Almeida, 2015; Gajewska-Dyszkiewicz et al., 2015; Lindgren & Muñoz, 2013; Muszyński et al., 2015; Paczuska et al., 
2014). In the literature, these have been divided into three main categories:

1) those that lie outside the direct influence of the school environment (e.g. parents’ education, their own proficiency  
in the language), 
2) those that can be indirectly influenced by the school environment (e.g. school-parent collaboration, parents’  
and students’ educational aspirations, students’ motivation to learn, students’ use of the language outside school), and 
3) those that are directly related to the school and teachers’ actions (such as pedagogical skills and commitment,  
teaching methods, textbooks and teaching materials used).

Understanding the importance of factors outside the influence of schools and teachers is important to avoid misinter-
preting correlations as causal effects.
We discuss the determinants of language skills by dividing them into the following groups of factors: 1) those related to 
the students’ families (some of which are undoubtedly outside the influence of the school, and some of which the school 
may try to shape), 2) those related to the students’ characteristics (most of which the school may try to influence)  
and 3) those related to the school environment.

1.2 Correlates of the effectiveness of learning English 
1.2.1 Family factors
Factors related to the students’ families have a significant impact on school learning, including foreign language proficiency 
(Szabó et al., 2021). The association of students’ school achievement with their families’ socioeconomic status (SES) is well 
documented in research (Bulkowski et al., 2021; Butler & Le, 2018; Dolata et al., 2015; Eriksson et al., 2021; Hattie, 2008; 
Kaźmierczak & Bulkowski, 2023; Konarzewski, 2007; Sitek & Ostrowska, 2019). This is also confirmed by studies on foreign 
language achievement (Butler & Le, 2018; Enever, 2011; Lindgren & Muñoz, 2013; Nikolov, 2009). According to the cited 
studies, the child’s family’s SES explains 15–25 percent of the variation in school achievement, so it should always be inc-
luded as an important control variable in analyses of other determinants of school achievement. However, it should be borne 
in mind that school choice may be related to family SES, and the social composition of the school may be linked to academic 
performance (Burgess et al., 2015; Coleman et al., 1982; Tarkhnishvili et al., 2022). In such a case (often occurring in  
the absence of school districting), controlling for SES in analyses may lead to an underestimation of the school effect.
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A factor related to family SES that affects educational outcomes is parents’ educational aspirations for their children’s 
school performance (Kozłowski & Matczak, 2014; Neuenschwander et al., 2007). Parents’ attitudes, beliefs, as well as  
the time and support they devote to learning, have a significant impact on a child’s motivation to learn, including learning  
a foreign language (Butler & Le, 2018; Choi et al., 2019; Gardner, 1985; Hewitt, 2009; Horyśniak, 2019; Ushioda, 2003; 
Wigfield et al., 2008). Fostering students’ intrinsic or extrinsic motivation can be crucial to their academic success (Ryan  
& Deci, 2000). In contrast, parental attitudes that depreciate the importance of a foreign language can undermine a child’s 
motivation to learn (Butler & Le, 2018).

Research confirms that parental interest in learning a foreign language supports children’s language development (Choi 
et al., 2019). Students’ active language work at home, supported by parents, impacts language achievement (Enever, 2011; 
Muszyński et al., 2015; Wigfield et al., 2006; Xu & Wu, 2013). The Early Language Learning in Europe (ELLiE) study  
confirmed that the amount of exposure to a foreign language outside school and parents’ use of the language at work  
are significant determinants of children’s foreign language performance (Enever, 2011; Lindgren & Muñoz, 2013).

According to research, key factors contributing to improved school performance, including in language learning, are 
strong parent-child relationships, high parental aspirations for their child’s education, active involvement and support in  
learning, and positive parent-school relationships (Coleman, 1988; He et al., 2015). Both the frequency of communication 
with the educational institution and the active participation of parents in school life appear to be important for student  
achievement (Hertel & Jude, 2016). Nevertheless, some studies do not support this effect (cf. Hill & Tyson, 2009; Pomerantz 
et al., 2007). For example, a Polish study found no relationship between parental school engagement and teaching  
effectiveness, as measured by educational added value indicators (Dolata et al., 2015).

A particular manifestation of parental involvement in their children’s education is the provision of additional learning 
support, e.g. in the form of extracurricular language classes. In the Polish cultural context, this form of child support is more 
often chosen by parents who are better educated and have higher educational aspirations for their children, and students 
participating in such classes achieve higher results (Dolata et al., 2021). 

1.2.2 Individual factors
Gender. Large-scale educational assessments such as PIRLS and PISA have consistently demonstrated that girls tend to 

outperform boys in native language reading skills across a majority of countries (Howie et al., 2017; Konarzewski & Bulkow-
ski, 2017; Mullis et al., 2023; Sitek & Ostrowska, 2019; Torppa et al., 2017). It can therefore be hypothesized that gender 
differences in first language proficiency may influence the process of foreign language acquisition. Empirical studies further 
indicate that girls generally exhibit greater interest in and more positive attitudes toward foreign language learning compa-
red to boys (Ellis, 1994; Logan & Johnston, 2009). Additionally, teacher expectations appear to play a significant role.  
Sunderland (2000) found that teachers’ perceptions and beliefs often result in girls receiving more encouragement to  
engage in language learning, which may, in turn, contribute to their performance.

Nevertheless, despite commonly held assumptions regarding gender differences in foreign language achievement,  
relatively few robust quantitative studies have identified significant disparities in foreign language achievement between 
male and female learners (Dörnyei et al., 2006). In the Polish context, existing research similarly does not indicate  
marked gender differences in the process of foreign language acquisition (Lipińska, 2003; Muszyński et al., 2015). Data 
from the 2019–2024 eighth-grade examination also reveal only a slight advantage for girls, with median scores approxima-
tely one-tenth of a standard deviation higher than those of boys. However, this gender disparity becomes more pronounced 
at the upper end of the performance distribution, where female students are more likely to achieve scores close to  
the maximum (CKE, 2022a). It is important to note, however, that the extent of gender differences in English language  
attainment may be underestimated, as the examination in question is a minimum competence test at the A2 level, which  
is subject to a significant ceiling effect.

Exposure to language. Contact with a foreign language at school, limited by the number of language lessons per week, 
can be enriched by exposure to the language outside of school lessons. This can take place while watching films and series 
in the original language version, listening to music, reading books, browsing interesting content on the Internet, playing 
games in the foreign language, or actively participating in social networks (Bailly, 2011; Benson, 2001; Enever, 2011; Muñoz 
& Cadierno, 2021; Nunan & Richards, 2014). Through such activities, students increase the amount of time they spend inte-
racting with a foreign language. This kind of exposure to English, both verbal and written, supports the process of intentio-
nal as well as incidental language learning (Al-Zoubi, 2018; Azzolini et al., 2022; Muñoz & Cadierno, 2021; Schwarz, 2013).

The time students devote to English activities outside school depends on their interests, their choices and their knowledge 
of the language (feedback). It can also be modified by the family environment, e.g. when the family usually enjoys films  
and TV series in the original language version, by peers, e.g. when they share content in the foreign language or play games  
in the language, but also by teachers who can encourage students to explore valuable content in the language they teach.  
Research has shown that out-of-school language exposure is one of the strongest predictors of increased language proficiency 
(Azzolini et al., 2022; De Wilde et al., 2020; Lindgren & Muñoz, 2013; Muñoz & Cadierno, 2021; Sundqvist & Wikström, 2015). 

Aspirations. The value students place on education underpins the educational process. Educational aspirations and expec-
tations are closely related to school performance (OECD, 2017). Research conducted in Poland confirms this relationship 
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(Kozłowski & Matczak, 2018). As in the case of language exposure, we may be dealing with a feedback loop here: aspira-
tions may be modified depending on observed outcomes. It is worth noting that children’s aspirations are shaped by parents 
but also by the school (Humenny & Majkut, 2015; Kozłowski & Matczak, 2018). Teachers can support pupils and their  
parents in setting high and at the same time realistic expectations for educational outcomes.

Motivation to learn. Motivation plays a key role in the learning process by providing the impetus to start and continue 
learning (Dörnyei, 2005). It is a dynamic process in which an individual takes action to achieve a desired outcome (Reykow-
ski, 1992; Shoaib & Dörnyei, 2005). Self-determination theory, developed by Deci and Ryan (2000), explains the variety  
of regulation of an individual’s actions from external control to internal control. Intrinsic motivation, which spurs action  
not for external reward but for one’s own satisfaction and interest in the task, is crucial for success in learning.

Students’ motivation and engagement are constantly shaped by both internal and external factors, which are closely 
interrelated and subject to constant change (Larsen-Freeman & Cameron, 2008; Pawlak, 2012). Language learning requires 
a great deal of effort and perseverance, as the process of memorizing vocabulary or understanding grammar is often tedious 
and time-consuming (Gajderowicz & Jakubowski, 2021). Therefore, developing students’ intrinsic motivation should be 
a priority in educational practice. The teacher can play an important role in this process (Carreira et al., 2013). Research 
shows that support for students’ needs, such as developing their sense of self-competence and providing them with more 
autonomy in decision-making, can significantly increase intrinsic motivation and improve educational achievement (Butler, 
2015; Muñoz-Restrepo et al., 2020).

1.2.3 Factors related to the school environment
In Poland, according to the core curriculum for primary schools, there are approximately 630 hours of classes devoted to  
the first foreign language during education in grades 1-8 (Journal of Laws 2024, item 781). However, as Carroll (1963)  
points out, the key to the effectiveness of learning a foreign language is the actual time devoted by the student to active 
learning, not the number of hours in the curriculum. The determinant of success, therefore, is a combination of planned 
learning time and actual student engagement. This, in turn, can depend on a variety of factors, such as the teacher’s  
organization of activities and the student’s motivation and cognitive abilities.

Many studies confirm the important influence of the teacher’s role on student achievement, especially in the context  
of English language learning. Aspects such as the teacher’s performance (including personality), proficiency in the foreign 
language, and teaching methods are significant (Rosyada & Ramadhianti, 2017; Sanders & Rivers, 1999). The teacher’s 
authority also plays an important role, manifesting itself in the way he or she communicates and acts to achieve students’ 
individual goals and objectives related to the learning process (Diaz et al., 2016). Teachers who place more emphasis on 
oral communication in a foreign language and encourage students to actively use the language and repeat its structures, 
and spend less time explaining grammatical issues, tend to be more effective (Lodhi et al., 2018).

It should be noted that the learning process often involves fatigue, monotony and a tendency to direct attention to stimuli 
other than learning (Dörnyei & Ushioda, 2011). The task of the foreign language teacher is therefore to stimulate and maintain 
students’ motivation to learn. According to Cheng and Dörnyei (2007), the keen interest in the subject shown by teachers,  
as well as their level of effort in teaching, can thus inspire students and significantly influence students’ motivation.

A teacher’s influence is not limited to the classroom. The preparation of thoughtful, purposeful and valuable homework 
can increase a student’s contact with the foreign language. According to Wallinger (2000), daily practice through homework 
is an important part of success in language learning. However, research indicates that the impact of homework on foreign 
language achievement is indirect and depends on self-regulated learning strategies and self-efficacy (Rosário, 2011, cited  
in Parra-González & Olmedo-Moreno, 2019). What is important is not so much the amount of time spent on homework, but 
the commitment to it. Students who regularly complete foreign language homework assignments and enjoy doing so tend  
to perform better (Cooper, 1989; Parra-González & Olmedo-Moreno, 2019). 

However, research suggests that while homework can positively affect grades, it does not necessarily translate into higher 
scores on standardized tests (Krashen, 2005). The effectiveness of homework depends on the type of assignments, the  
students’ engagement (Krashen, 2005), and the students’ attitude and motivation. When tasks are interesting to students 
and perceived to be of value, they are more likely to be undertaken (Darling-Hammond & Ifill-Lynch, 2006). It is also  
important to tailor the amount and level of difficulty of tasks to students’ abilities, as excessive or overly difficult tasks  
can lead to discouragement and lack of completion (Darling-Hammond & Ifill-Lynch, 2006; Khonamri & Pavlikova, 2020).

In addition, for homework to truly foster students’ competence development, it should be checked and commented on 
by the teacher (Paudel, 2012). Research confirms the importance of feedback for the learning process (Hattie, 2008), but 
the effectiveness of the information provided depends on various factors (Hattie & Timperley, 2007; Kluger & DeNisi, 1996), 
such as its form, content, quantity, frequency and timing of delivery (Dolata et al., 2015). Above all, what matters  
is whether the information actually helps the student to reduce the gap between his or her current level of knowledge  
and expected achievement (Hattie, 2008).
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1.3 Analysis of inter-school variation in learning outcomes in the context of research into 
their determinants 
For an educational policy aiming at social cohesion, the inter-school variation in learning outcomes is an important indicator 
(Dolata, 2010; Therborn, 2006). This indicator refers to the ability to predict a student’s educational attainment based  
on information about the school they attend. The idea of uniform general education implies that belonging to different  
institutions should not affect students’ chances of receiving a good education. Instead, the process of prioritizing schools  
on the basis of their so-called level of teaching leads to social inequalities.

The analysis of differences in educational outcomes can also be carried out from another point of view. If educational 
establishments or their class groups differ in their learning outcomes, it is possible to investigate which characteristics of 
teaching in individual schools/class groups are related to this variation. Such research makes it possible to identify factors 
influencing better learning outcomes. If these factors are modifiable within schools’ operations, they provide important clues 
for actions to improve the quality of educational institutions.

Recognizing determinants beyond the control of the education system is also important, especially for understanding  
the causes of variation in outcomes, although it does not necessarily lead to effective change. It is, however, important 
knowledge. If there is no significant variation in educational outcomes in a given education system, a strategy based on 
identifying modifiable factors in the performance of schools may lose its relevance. Of course, if the lack of differentiation 
was associated with a high level of educational performance, this would be a cause for satisfaction. Worse, if this level is far 
from satisfactory.

1.4 Standard setting
For evaluation studies of school achievement, non-arbitrary standard setting in test measurements is an extremely valuable 
tool. Large-scale educational surveys such as the OECD’s PISA or the IEA’s PIRLS and TIMSS have been using standard  
settings methods to determine the levels of skills measured since the beginning of the 21st century. This can be a very  
important tool also in studies of foreign language skills. Internationally developed competence standards, such as the  
Common European Framework of Reference for Languages (CEFR), can be an important foundation for this process. 

Various methods of standard setting are used in educational measurement to determine passing thresholds or levels  
of competence. These usually combine expert and psychometric approaches. The item response theory (IRT) approach 
opens up interesting possibilities. By locating task difficulty and skill levels on the same measurement scale, scale mapping 
(transcribing items based on difficulty to scale values) is possible, which facilitates the determination of scale criterion  
scores (De Ayala, 2022). The standard setting methods usually used (Cizek, 2012) include four: Angoff, Ebel, Nedelsky  
and Bookmark. The IRT approach uses the Bookmark method (Karantonis & Sireci, 2006). In a first step, the scaling  
of the IRT method is carried out (taking care to ensure a good fit of the adopted models) and the difficulty parameter b is  
determined for each task and, in items modelled with Partial Credit Model (PCM) or Generalized Partial Credit Model (GPCM),  
the threshold values between the distinguished levels of task performance. The items/levels are then ordered from easiest 
to most difficult. In the case of minimum competency tests, in the next step the experts place a ‘bookmark’ at the point that 
separates the items/levels of performance that a student with the minimum acceptable level of a given skill should answer 
correctly from those that exceed it. 

2. THE CURRENT STUDY

2.1 The education and examination system in Poland. Background information
In Poland, children up to the age of 6 have access to early childhood education and care in nurseries and children’s clubs  
(up to the age of 3) and then in kindergartens (from 3 to 6). Education at this stage (ISCED 0) is optional. Compulsory  
education begins in the year in which the child turns 6. At that time, he or she undergoes one year of school preparation  
in what is known as Grade 0 (in kindergarten or school). The next stage of education is the 8-year primary school, which  
covers ISCED levels 1 and 2. Primary education comprises two stages: grades 1–3 (so-called early childhood education 
taught by one main teacher) and grades 4–8 (subject-divided teaching; Kolanowska, 2021). At the end of primary school, 
pupils are required to take national external examinations that test their performance in their mother tongue, mathematics 
and a foreign language taught at school (in Poland, approximately 98% of pupils choose English (Bojanowicz, 2023; Głos 
Nauczycielski, 2023; Papiernik, 2024). The results of these examinations are taken into account during recruitment to  
secondary school (ISCED 3), together with the end-of-school grades.

The E8 assesses students’ language knowledge and skills acquired in primary school. These include listening comprehen-
sion, reading comprehension, knowledge of language structures (grammar, vocabulary) and the ability to produce written 
texts. However, the ability to communicate orally (speaking) is not included in this exam. This may affect the overall results 
of linguistic performance assessment. Following the Regulation of the Minister of Education and Science of 16 December 
2020 (Journal of Laws. 2020, Item 2314), in the school years 2020/2021 and 2021/2022, the level of the English language 
exam corresponded to the CEFR A2 level and did not test speaking skills.
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2.2 Research problem 
A good command of English is nowadays essential in the context of globalization and socio-economic requirements.  
Nevertheless, in some countries, including Poland, the level of foreign language proficiency of a significant proportion  
of students remains dramatically low, which creates an urgent need to understand the determinants of successful language 
learning at the end of primary school. Existing research has identified a broad set of correlates of EFL achievement,  
yet two gaps remain particularly relevant for educational policy and school practice. First, evidence is often based on  
grades or continuous test scores, whereas much less is known about the factors associated with meeting a clearly defined, 
curriculum-aligned proficiency benchmark (CEFR A2). Second, studies rarely combine multi-informant data (school records, 
parent reports, and student reports/diagnostic measures) and seldom examine whether low proficiency is evenly distributed 
or concentrated in particular classes/schools within a local education system. 

The study described in this article addresses these gaps by analyzing determinants of attaining English proficiency at the 
A2 level, operationalized through an IRT-based scaling and standard-setting approach applied to the national eighth-grade 
English examination. We link this proficiency indicator to a broad set of explanatory variables capturing individual and family 
factors that lie outside the direct influence of schools or may be influenced only indirectly, as well as opportunities to learn 
English outside school. In addition, we examine between-class variation in A2 attainment to assess whether low performan-
ce is dispersed or clustered within the local education system, thereby providing evidence that can inform targeted support 
and equity-oriented interventions.

2.3 Method
2.3.1 Study group and procedure
The research was part of the Ostrołęka Educational Observatory project1 carried out by the Faculty of Education of the  
University of Warsaw in cooperation with the local government of Ostrołęka. It is a city with more than 50,000 inhabitants, 
in which negative demographic dynamics (5.2%, close to the average for small and medium-sized cities in Poland) was 
recorded between 2002 and 2021. It is located in north-eastern Mazovia. In terms of salary and education level of the city’s 
adult population (tertiary education 22%), the city ranks slightly above national averages2.

Ostrołęka runs 28 educational units, including eight primary schools (among them one special primary school). The study 
population consisted of eighth-grade students from seven mainstream primary schools. The results of the national examina-
tion after the eighth grade indicate that in the surveyed schools the distribution of pupils’ achievements in mathematics  
is very close to the national distribution, and in the field of Polish language it is slightly shifted towards high results3.

The survey covered the entire local population (n=698). The analyses excluded 24 records, which were deemed unrelia-
ble based on response times and response patterns (e.g., nearly 100% of responses concentrated in a single category).  
It was conducted in the spring of 2022. 

The target population included 698 students, 346 of whom were female (49.6%). A total of 133 students (19.1%)  
were excluded from participation due to lack of parental consent or absence from school. An additional 24 records (3.4%)  
were excluded due to data unreliability. The final analytical sample comprised 541 students, including 284 girls (52.5%).  
The study group represents nearly 78% of the target population, with a slight overrepresentation of girls. 

The data were collected in spring 2022 using computerized online questionnaires, which each student completed during 
school hours in the presence of a trained interviewer. The parents’ questionnaire was in paper form and provided by the  
student. In most cases, the questionnaire was completed by the mother. Written parental consent was obtained prior to  
the survey. During the survey, after a reminder of the purpose of the survey, pupil consent was sought. The project received 
a positive opinion from the Research Ethics Committee of the Faculty of Education at the University of Warsaw.

2.4 Measures
2.4.1 Explained variable: English A2 exam score 
It can be considered that the English eighth-grade exam (E8) 2022 was a criterion-referenced test, as it tested the A2 level 
according to the Common European Framework of Reference for Languages (CEFR), as assumed in the Core Curriculum 
(with modifications due to COVID-194). The variable explained in the analyses will be a bivariate variable in which a value  

1 See: https://www.pedagog.uw.edu.pl/ostroleka/

2 According to the ranking Poland in Figures. https://www.polskawliczbach.pl/, insight 26.10.2022.

3 According to data and a report by the Central Examination Commission.

4 According to the annex to the MEiN regulation of 16 December 2020. “In the school year 2020/2021, the examination 
requirements for the eighth-grade examination in a modern foreign language correspond to level A2 (on the scale of the 
Common European Framework of Reference for Languages)”.
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Figure 1 Smoothed histogram of 2PL item difficulty parameters (b) and GRM thresholds in the E8 2022 English examination

Note. The figure presents the frequency distribution of estimated 2PL item difficulty parameters (b) and GRM category thresholds for 
the E8 2022 English examination. The histogram is shown with a smoothed kernel density curve. Estimates were obtained for public 
schools in Poland.

of 1 indicates A2-level English language proficiency. The bookmark method (Cizek & Bunch, 2007) was used to determine 
the benchmark. It is one of the most widely used standard setting methods in educational measurement. It combines  
didactic and psychometric criteria. 

In the first step, the items were ranked according to difficulty based on psychometric analyses (in IRT – parameter b). 
Then, experts5, based on the interpretation of the tasks in the light of the requirements, identified the task that should be 
solved correctly by a minimally competent learner. In the case of the IRT (De Ayala, 2022), mapping the theta scale (OECD, 
2014) is helpful for making a decision. On this basis, an outcome threshold corresponding to a given level of competence 
was established. In the case of the IRT approach, this is the skill level (theta), equal to the difficulty of the threshold task. 

The uirt command (Kondratek, 2022) in the Stata 18 package was used to scale the E8 test. For tasks coded 0-1, the 
2PL/3PL model was used (with a pseudo-guessing parameter), and for tasks coded on longer scales, the GPCM model was 
used. The distribution of task/threshold difficulty parameters (n=55) is significantly skewed towards low skill levels, which  
is consistent with the criterion nature of the measurement. 

The E8 scaled score was compared with the grades given by the teacher. Grades given in the middle and at the end of  
the school year were used. Spearman’s rank correlation coefficient was 0.66 and 0.65, respectively. This indicates a signifi-
cant similarity between school grades and standardized test scores.

5 Two authors of the text are university experts in the methodology of teaching English as a foreign language.
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Figure 2 ICC 2PL for benchmark task 13_1

The characteristic curve for this task is shown in the figure above. As you can see, the empirical and theoretical curves 
coincide perfectly.

The task according to the test plan addressed the requirement: “The student uses a basic range of linguistic means  
(lexical, grammatical, spelling)”. The content of the task was as follows: 

Using the words given in CAPITAL letters, complete each sentence with a gap so that the meaning of the original sentence 
is preserved (13.1–13.3). Full spelling and grammatical accuracy of the inserted sentence fragments is required. Attention! 
Do not change the form of the given words. You may insert a maximum of four words in each gap, including the word already 
provided6. 

13.1. Spiders don’t frighten me any more.

AFRAID
I ________________________________________spiders any more. (CKE, 2022a). 

It is worth seeing where the selected benchmark task A2 is located in the context of the information curve of the entire 
E8 test.

The benchmark for English language proficiency at A2 level was taken as parameter b of the most difficult task in  
the test. This was task 13_1. The pseudo-guessing parameter for this task was statistically insignificant, so the 2PL model 
was used. The difficulty parameter was estimated to be b=0.788.

Classic position fit tests, based on χ² statistics, have very high power with large sample sizes and can indicate a signi-
ficant misfit even for minimal, practically insignificant deviations from the model; therefore, the p-value is not a reliable 
criterion for assessing fit in this context (Stone, 2003). Consequently, the assessment of position fit was based on graphical 
diagnostics by comparing empirical and theoretical characteristic position curves (ICC). 

6 Instruction translated by the authors of the text.
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Figure 3 Empirical test information function derived from postestimation EAP standard errors for the E8 2022 English examination 
(public schools in Poland)

Note. The figure presents an empirical test information function (TIF) estimated from postestimation expected a posteriori (EAP) 
standard errors using the relationship TIF(θ)≈1/SE(θ)2. The curve was constructed by grouping examinees into bins on the latent ability 
scale (θ) and computing bin-level information from the median EAP standard error. Estimates are based on students attending public 
schools in Poland.

The empirical information function indicates that the test provides the highest measurement precision for ability levels 
between -1.2 and -0.7, with precision declining at higher levels of ability. The cut-off point A2, determined as the difficulty 
parameter of the borderline task, is located on the descending section of the information curve, i.e. in the area of lower  
– rather than maximum measurement precision. This means that classification decisions near the A2 threshold are subject 
to greater uncertainty than the classification of students with lower skill levels, which justifies the use of a classification rule 
that takes measurement error into account.

To account for measurement uncertainty around the cut point, classification decisions were supplemented with the stan-
dard error (SE) of the EAP estimate. In the present study, we used an uncertainty band based on one standard error (k=1). 
Examinees were classified as confidently above the criterion when EAP – SE≥θc. Under a normal approximation, this corre-
sponds to an uncertainty interval of approximately 68% around the EAP estimate.

This approach is consistent with recommended testing practice emphasizing score precision and classification quality  
in relation to cut scores, including attention to conditional error and decision consistency (American Educational Research 
Association, American Psychological Association, & National Council on Measurement in Education, 2014). It is also con-
sistent with psychometric evidence showing that the standard error of ability estimates is directly related to classification 
accuracy and consistency in binary decision contexts (Cheng, 2015).

It should be recalled that, according to the IRT, if the skill level of the solver equals the difficulty of the task (theta scale), 
then the probability of coping with the task is 0.5. We can therefore see that the criterion adopted is not exorbitant  
and takes into account the random factor in human behavior and measurement error.

2.4.2 Explanatory variables
The explanatory variables representing determinants of English proficiency at the A2 level were grouped into four catego-
ries: (1) individual factors independent of school action, (2) individual factors modifiable by school action, (3) family factors 
modifiable by school action, and (4) opportunities to learn English outside school, which may partly reflect the school’s 
influence.

The variables were obtained from four complementary sources: school documentation, a paper-based parent survey,  
a computer-based student survey administered in an auditorium/classroom setting, and computer-based diagnostic  
measures administered through the Diagmatic Diagnostic System (DDS). Student instruments were self-administered  
individually on computers during school hours under standardized conditions and under the supervision of trained research 
staff, whereas parent data were collected through a paper questionnaire distributed via schools.

Individual factors unrelated to school activities were measured using school records and the parent survey. School  
records provided data on gender and year of birth; in the analyses, gender was coded as a binary variable identifying girls, 
and year of birth was treated as an indicator of age. The parent survey provided data on the education of the mother/ 
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legal guardian and father/legal guardian, measured with two items and recoded from 10 response categories into years  
of schooling, as well as on the English language proficiency of each parent/guardian, assessed with one item per person.

Individual factors potentially modifiable through school activities were measured using the DDS and a computerized 
auditory examination. Educational aspirations were assessed with a single item asking students what level of education they 
expected to attain. Motivation-related constructs were measured with DDS scales: amotivation (7 items, five-point scale,  
α = .86), intrinsic motivation (7 items, five-point scale, α = .77), and extrinsic motivation (6 items, five-point scale, α = .92).

Family factors modifiable by school action were assessed using the parent survey. Parents’ educational aspirations were 
measured with a single item asking what level of education they would like their child to achieve. Multi-item five-point scales 
captured parents’ communication with the school (8 items, α = .79), parental involvement in school life (9 items, α = .79), 
help with schoolwork (3 items, α = .85), controlling homework (3 items, α = .76), building extrinsic motivation (6 items,  
α = .57), and building intrinsic motivation (6 items, α = .68).

Opportunities to learn English out of school were measured using both the parent and student surveys. Additional English 
instruction outside school was assessed with one parent-reported item asking whether the child had attended extra English 
classes in the previous school year, such as a language course or private tutoring. Students also reported, in single-item 
measures, how much free time they spent watching films, programmes, or series in English without voice-over or Polish 
subtitles, playing computer games requiring English, and reading websites, articles, or literature in English.

All multi-item scale scores were standardized prior to analysis and are presented on a metric with a mean of 0 and  
a standard deviation of 1.

The nominal explanatory variables included gender, relative age, duration of additional English learning outside school, 
and parents’ English language skills. Girls represented 49.6% of the sample, and younger students, defined as those who 
started school at age six rather than seven, accounted for 29.3%. Extracurricular English language learning was reported  
by 18.2% of students who had been learning the language for two to four years, and by 22.6% of those who had been  
learning the language for four years or more; the reference group consisted of those students who had been learning  
the language for less than two years. A good command of English was reported by 8.2% of mothers and 7.9% of fathers, 
while the reference group comprised those with a lower level of language proficiency. Table 1 below shows correlations  
for the interval explanatory variables.

Table 1 Correlation matrix for interval variables. Pearson’s r- coefficient

Note. Statistically significant values bolded.
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2.4.3 Plan for analyzing correlates of A2-level English proficiency
In the first step, the proportion of students who met the A2 English proficiency criterion – defined using the standard-setting 
procedure – was estimated for (a) the national population of public primary-school graduates and (b) the study sample  
of students from Ostrołęka.

Given the largely exploratory nature of the study and the large number of potential correlates, the analyses were  
conducted in two phases. In Phase 1, a series of logistic regression models was estimated within four predefined groups of 
variables. In Phase 2, all predictors that were statistically significant in Phase 1 were entered into a two-level mixed-effects 
logistic regression model. Backward elimination was then performed using pooled Wald tests based on Rubin’s rules, applied 
to paired within-class and between-class components of each decomposed construct. Pairs with pooled p-values greater than 
.10 were removed from the model (Harrell, 2015; Snijders & Bosker, 2012).

In the final elimination stage, missing values in predictors were handled using multiple imputation by chained equations 
(MICE) under the missing-at-random (MAR) assumption (StataCorp, 2025). Class membership was incorporated into the 
imputation models via class fixed effects (i.kod_oddz8_id). After imputation, predictors designated for decomposition were 
partitioned into within-class (intra-class) and between-class (inter-class) components.

3. RESULTS

3.1 Achieving A2-level English language proficiency
Using the results of the standard setting described above, the percentage of pupils in the 2022 cohort in public schools  
throughout the country and in Ostrołęka who have mastered English at the assumed A2 level was estimated. The results  
are presented in Table 2 below.

According to the adopted criterion, the E8 result confirmed achieving A2-level English language proficiency in the case  
of 32.2% of graduates of public primary schools in Poland (E8 2022). In Ostrołęka, however, this percentage was higher, 
amounting to 40.3%. This means that the effectiveness of teaching English in a public primary school is very low.  
The average E8 English score in Ostrołęka is slightly above the national average, so this is not a local problem.

3.2 The correlates of English language proficiency at A2 level
We therefore proceed to analyze the correlates of English language proficiency at A2 level. According to the state of the art 
and database resources, four groups of predictors were distinguished. Given the cross-sectional design, the findings should 
be interpreted as associations and weak evidence of causal relationships.

3.2.1 Factors independent of the school’s actions
We start the selection of variables with individual factors that are not influenced by the school. The results of the logistic 
regression analysis are shown in Table 3 below.

Table 2 Percentage of students above the A2 criterion in public schools in Poland and in Ostrołęka

Note. This table reports the share of students classified above the designated A2 criterion in public schools in Poland and in Ostrołęka, 
based on the EAP plus one standard error decision rule (EAP + SE). Percentages are row percentages within a group. The Poland row 
excludes Ostrołęka.
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Table 3 Correlates of the results of the eighth-grade English exam: factors independent of the school’s actions. Logistic regression. 
Dependent variable: mastery of A2 based on the eighth-grade exam

Table 4 Individual correlates of the results of the eighth-grade English exam: factors that may be partly the result of the school’s  
actions. Logistic regression. Dependent variable: A2-level proficiency based on the eighth-grade exam

Note. Nagelkerke’s R2= 0.144. B – unstandardized regression coefficients; SE – standard error. Statistically significant values bolded.

Note. Nagelkerke’s R2= 0.202. B – unstandardized regression coefficients; SE – standard error. Statistically significant values bolded.

In this set of predictors, only the parents’ level of education (a combined standardized measure of the number of years 
of schooling) was statistically significantly associated with a higher likelihood of belonging to the group of students who met 
the A2 benchmark. The effect is quite strong. From this group, only this factor will be included in the final model of the  
conditions for meeting criterion A2.

3.2.2 Individual factors potentially modifiable through school action
Another set of potential predictors includes individual characteristics that may be amenable to school-based support,  
although they may also be shaped by experiences outside school (see Table 4 below).

In this group, two variables were statistically significantly associated with higher odds of meeting the A2 criterion.  
These are the students’ educational aspirations and intrinsic motivation for schooling (generally, not just for learning  
a foreign language).

3.2.3 Family factors potentially modifiable through school action
The next group of factors characterizes the student’s family in its relationship with the school (see Table 5).
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Table 5 Family correlates of the results of the eighth-grade English exam: factors that may be partly the result of the school’s actions. 
Logistic regression. Dependent variable: mastery of A2 based on the eighth-grade exam

Table 6 Opportunities to learn English outside of school: factors that may be partly the result of the school’s actions. Logistic  
regression. Dependent variable: mastery of A2 based on the eighth-grade exam

Note. Nagelkerke’s R2= 0.193. B – unstandardized regression coefficients; SE – standard error. Statistically significant values bolded.

Note. Nagelkerke’s R2= 0.177. B – unstandardized regression coefficients; SE – standard error. 
a – reference group: not learning English outside of school. Statistically significant values bolded.

Four family variables were statistically significantly associated with meeting the A2 benchmark: higher parental educa-
tional aspirations for the child, parental assistance with learning (as opposed to direct homework supervision), and parental 
practices aimed at fostering students’ intrinsic and extrinsic motivation for schooling.

3.2.4 Opportunities to learn English outside of school: factors that may be partly the result of the school’s 
actions
The last set of variables captures students’ opportunities to learn English outside of school. These opportunities may reflect 
a combination of formal requirements, students’ interests, and parental support (see Table 6).
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It was found that variables from this group significantly increase the likelihood of a student belonging to the A2-level 
group. The exception is the group of students who studied outside of school for up to two years; in this category, the effect 
is statistically insignificant in relation to the reference group.

3.2.5 Final mixed-effects logistic regression model of correlates mastery of English at the level of A2 
Before estimating the combined, final model, an empty model was estimated, i.e. one that only took into account the  
division of pupils into class groups. It showed a statistically significant effect of grouping pupils into class groups.  
The inter-class variance was 3.123 (0.849), ICC (VPC, latent-variable method) = 0.487.

In the final model, prognostic factors (in the individual-level analyses, the effect was statistically significant at p < .05) 
at the individual level reflect differences between pupils in the same class, while factors at the class level take into account 
variance between classes.

Estimates are based on multiple imputation under a missing-at-random (MAR) assumption (M = 30). A random-intercept 
mixed-effects logistic regression was estimated with students nested within classes. Model test: F= 7.39, p < .001. Average 
RVI = 0.0473; largest FMI = 0.0798. Backward elimination used pooled Wald tests for each decomposed construct excluding 
constructs with p > 0.10.

Factors excluded from the model in the backward elimination procedure are: Parents’ educational aspirations, Parents’ 
communication with the school, Parents building intrinsic motivation, Watching movies in English.

Before turning to the main findings – namely, the correlates of A2-level English proficiency among public-school  
graduates in the studied local population – it is important to note a pronounced suppression pattern involving parental  
education. In the baseline model, parental education was strongly associated with the likelihood of exceeding the A2  
threshold (B = 0.715; OR = 2.043), indicating that a one–standard deviation increase in parental education was associated 
with roughly a twofold increase in the odds of reaching A2. After introducing the full set of predictors, however, this  
association attenuated markedly and fell just short of conventional levels of statistical significance (B = 0.261; p = .063). 
This suggests that the relationship observed in the more parsimonious model partly reflects variance shared with other  
student- and class-level mechanisms included in the final specification. In other words, what initially appeared to be  
a “direct” effect of parental education is, to a substantial extent, accounted for by the covariates in the final model.

Table 7 Final multiple-imputation mixed-effects logistic regression predicting A2 after backward elimination (odds ratios)

Note. RMcF2 = 0.357. Statistically significant values bolded.
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This pattern is consistent with a suppression mechanism. Suppression was assessed using a drop-one approach (Conger, 
1974): a series of block models – each including parental education plus one set of predictors at the student and class level 
– was estimated, and the change in the parental-education coefficient was compared with the baseline model. The largest 
attenuation followed the inclusion of the block capturing learning English outside school (ΔB = −0.143), followed by strate-
gies aimed at strengthening extrinsic motivation (ΔB = −0.088) and engagement in English-language games and reading 
(ΔB = −0.085). The smallest reduction was observed for the learning-assistance block (ΔB = −0.018). Importantly, this 
ranking reflects mechanisms considered separately. In the combined model, attenuation is stronger because predictors com-
pete for partially overlapping explanatory variance – an expected feature of suppression. These findings suggest that future 
research could examine potential mediation pathways linking parental education to foreign-language proficiency through  
the mechanisms studied here; however, such analyses are beyond the scope of the present article. We therefore proceed  
to the results from the final model, focusing on significant correlates of English proficiency among public-school graduates  
in the studied population.

A first key observation concerns the model’s explanatory performance at the class level – that is, the extent to which  
it accounts for between-class differences. The final ICC was 0.263, indicating that the included covariates explain a sub-
stantial share of the initial between-class heterogeneity, although meaningful between-class variance remains. This result is 
noteworthy because the model does not directly measure instructional practices. One plausible interpretation is that the two 
strongest class-level predictors – average internal motivation in the class (positive association) and parental reinforcement 
of extrinsic motivation (negative association) – partly capture unobserved pedagogical climates or teaching approaches  
that vary systematically across classes.

At the same time, the model’s overall explanatory power is more modest. The McFadden pseudo-R² for the full model was 
0.357, implying that a considerable portion of outcome variation – particularly at the individual level – remains unexplained. 
The strongest individual-level correlates include learning English outside of school, students’ educational aspirations, and 
internal motivation for learning at school. Additional positive associations were observed for playing computer games and 
reading books in English, whereas receiving help with homework was negatively associated with reaching the A2 threshold. 
The latter pattern is consistent with reverse causality (i.e., lower proficiency increasing the likelihood of needing assistance). 
For games and reading, bidirectional processes are also plausible, as higher proficiency may both enable and be reinforced 
by engagement with English-language media.

4. DISCUSSION

The present study examined factors associated with A2-level proficiency in English as a foreign language among graduates 
of public primary schools in the population of a medium-sized city. The findings, based on data from the national school  
examination, indicate that in 2022 only 40.3% of students in this city attained the expected A2 level of proficiency. This  
is a matter of concern, but it unfortunately reflects a broader national pattern. Achievement levels were even lower for  
students in Poland as a whole: only 32.2% of graduates of public primary schools reached A2 level in English. These findings 
are consistent with earlier national and international studies, such as the European Survey on Language Competences 
(ESLC), which showed that Polish adolescents performed worse in English than their peers in other EU countries.

According to national examination statistics7, the average score in English in 2022 was 67% (CKE, 2022b), exceeding 
the corresponding results in 2019 (59%) (CKE, 2019) and 2020 (54%) (CKE, 2020), and remaining close to the 2021 level 
(66%) (CKE, 2021). These results were obtained despite the profound educational disruptions caused by the COVID-19 
pandemic, including prolonged periods of remote and hybrid instruction that substantially altered established classroom 
practices. The particularly low result recorded in 2020 coincided with school closures and the abrupt shift to remote learning, 
which disrupted regular instruction for many months in 2020–2021 and may have contributed to the decline in examination 
performance. By 2022, however, average achievement had returned to a level broadly consistent with the pre-pandemic 
pattern, suggesting a degree of adaptation on the part of both students and schools. Since the present study draws on data 
collected in 2022, its findings refer to a cohort whose educational experiences were shaped, at least in part, by pandemic-
-related teaching conditions, and this context should therefore be borne in mind when interpreting the results.

Jakubowski et al. (2025) argue that pandemic-related school closures may have resulted in learning losses equivalent to 
more than a year of schooling for some cohorts, and that these effects were likely unevenly distributed, placing students 
with fewer motivational and family resources at a particular disadvantage. This interpretation is broadly consistent with the 
present findings. In the final model, the strongest individual-level correlates of reaching the A2 threshold included students’ 

7 However, it should be emphasized that the results of successive cohorts are not psychometrically linked, which means that 
percentage comparisons provide only a rough approximation of underlying trends. Cross-cohort comparability was further 
affected by modifications to examination requirements introduced as a political response to the COVID-19 pandemic.
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educational aspirations, intrinsic motivation to learn at school, and engagement with English outside school, especially 
through playing games and reading in English. These factors may have been particularly important under less structured 
learning conditions, in which students were more dependent on self-regulation, personal interest, and access to language 
input beyond formal instruction.

This, in turn, directs attention to the role of the class and school context in shaping language learning outcomes.  
The results also suggest that between-class differences matter. The empty model showed substantial clustering of A2  
attainment at the class level, and although the final model explained a considerable share of this variance, meaningful 
between-class heterogeneity remained. Importantly, the model did not directly include measures of instructional practices. 
Therefore, the observed class-level associations should be interpreted cautiously, as they may partly reflect broader  
classroom climates or other unmeasured features of teaching and peer context.

At the individual level, one of the clearest patterns was the positive role of students’ own aspirations and intrinsic  
motivation. Students who expressed higher educational aspirations and stronger internally driven motivation to learn  
were more likely to reach the A2 benchmark. This finding is consistent with self-determination theory (Ryan & Deci, 2000),  
which emphasizes the role of autonomous motivation in promoting persistence and achievement. It also suggests that some  
of the factors associated with foreign-language proficiency may be shaped, at least partly, through pedagogical practices 
that support students’ sense of competence, agency, and meaningful engagement in learning.

Another robust finding concerns students’ contact with English outside school. Playing computer games and reading in 
English were positively associated with A2 attainment in the final model. These associations are consistent with previous  
research suggesting that informal and interest-driven engagement with the language can support language development 
(De Wilde et al., 2020; Muñoz & Cadierno, 2021; Sundqvist & Wikström, 2015). At the same time, these results should 
not be interpreted causally. It is equally plausible that students with higher proficiency are more likely to engage in such 
activities, or that both are influenced by earlier achievement and access to supportive home resources. Still, the findings 
point to the potential importance of expanding students’ opportunities for meaningful contact with English beyond classroom 
instruction.

By contrast, receiving help with homework was negatively associated with reaching the A2 threshold. This pattern should 
not be read as evidence that parental help is harmful. A more plausible explanation is reverse causality: students with lower 
proficiency may be more likely to need assistance. The result may also reflect variation in the quality, timing, or form of sup-
port provided at home. Thus, rather than discouraging parental involvement, the finding suggests the importance of helping 
parents understand how to provide support in ways that are responsive and educationally effective.

At the class level, a higher average level of parental reinforcement of extrinsic motivation was negatively associated 
with A2 attainment, whereas a higher average level of intrinsic motivation in the class was positively associated with better 
outcomes. Although these variables cannot be treated as direct measures of classroom teaching, they may partly capture 
broader motivational climates that differ systematically across classes. One possible interpretation is that contexts marked 
by stronger external pressure and performance-oriented control are less conducive to language learning than those in which 
students are more internally engaged. This interpretation is in line with research suggesting that external pressure may 
undermine learning by increasing tension and anxiety, whereas intrinsic motivation is more consistently linked to positive 
educational outcomes (Hanus, 2016; Liu, 2022; Ryan & Deci, 2000).

The role of parental education requires a more cautious interpretation. In earlier models, parental education was strongly 
associated with the likelihood of reaching A2, but in the final model this relationship was substantially attenuated and no 
longer reached conventional levels of statistical significance. This suggests that the apparent effect of parental education 
was partly accounted for by other variables included in the model, especially those related to out-of-school learning and 
motivation. Rather than indicating a simple direct relationship, the findings point to a more complex pattern in which family 
educational background may matter partly through the learning opportunities, aspirations, and motivational resources  
available to students.

Overall, the study highlights that A2-level English proficiency at the end of primary school is associated not only with 
individual motivation and aspirations, but also with students’ opportunities to engage with English beyond school and with 
class-level motivational contexts. These findings suggest that efforts to improve foreign-language outcomes should not 
focus narrowly on formal instruction alone. They should also consider how schools can support students’ intrinsic motivation, 
encourage meaningful and interest-driven exposure to English outside the classroom, and create learning environments that 
reduce excessive external pressure while fostering long-term engagement with the language.

5. LIMITATIONS AND DIRECTIONS FOR FUTURE RESEARCH

Focusing on one medium-sized city, this study has a limited geographical scope, therefore, the findings should be interpre-
ted as evidence about this local education system rather than as representative estimates for Poland. Moreover, given  
the cross-sectional and correlational design, the reported relationships do not allow strong causal inference and should  
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be interpreted as associations. Several results may be cases of reverse causality  (e.g., more direct homework help may 
reflect prior learning difficulties) and unobserved confounding factors such as prior English proficiency,  home resources,  
or differences in instructional quality.

In addition, some explanatory variables relied on student and parent self-reports, which may be affected by recall bias 
and social desirability. Finally, because the data were collected in 2022, they refer to a cohort whose schooling was partly 
shaped by COVID-19-related disruptions, which may limit the comparability of the observed patterns to cohorts educated 
under typical conditions.

Future research would benefit from using longitudinal designs that track the development of proficiency over time,  
and from incorporating richer measures at the school and classroom levels (e.g., teaching practices, classroom climate,  
and teacher characteristics) to better account for variation between classes. These analyses could be complemented with 
qualitative studies that would examine the forms and quality of parental engagement, including both potentially supportive 
and counterproductive strategies. Furthermore, greater attention to classroom processes and peer dynamics could help 
explain how collective motivational patterns emerge and how schools can facilitate the creation of more effective language 
learning environments.

6. EDUCATIONAL IMPLICATIONS

Classroom strategies can improve intrinsic motivation and performance of students by offering autonomy, realistic tasks, 
and positive feedback. Teaching methods should also encourage curiosity, independence, and meaningful communication 
in English. It is not surprising that factors such as exposure to English through activities such as reading books, or playing 
games in English, correlated with higher proficiency, even if they were not direct causes. This finding is consistent with 
international studies showing that incidental language learning through engaging activities is one of the strongest predictors 
of linguistic competence (De Wilde et al., 2020; Muñoz & Cadierno, 2021; Sundqvist & Wikström, 2015). Such engagement 
may be directly associated with intrinsic motivation – students motivated by their own interests and enjoyment who use 
the language for purposes beyond school performance are more likely to perform well in formal assessments (Oletić & Ilić, 
2014). At the same time, in cross-sectional data the direction of this association remains ambiguous (e.g., higher proficiency 
may facilitate more frequent engagement with English media, and both may be influenced by unobserved factors such as 
prior achievement or access to resources). By encouraging voluntary, interest-driven contact with the language the teachers 
can extend learning time outside of the class which will lead to deepening the language competence. Providing high-quality 
training for teachers and working on their reflective practice can therefore have a systemic impact on improving the quality 
of teaching, which will positively affect exam results.

To sum up, the results of the following study suggest the need to strengthen students’ internal motivation, increase 
access to contact with the language outside school, and make parents aware of how important it is to support their children 
with their attitude and ambitious yet realistic educational aspirations. However, certain restrictions must be acknowledged. 
The present study was based on data from students in a single city, which limits the possibility to generalize its conclusions.
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