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This paper provides a review of research addressing when 
students begin to like or dislike English, when they obtain 
or lose their motivation for learning English, and the reasons 
associated with their preferences and motivation regarding 
the language. It also includes a discussion of the findings of 
a qualitative survey conducted by the author, which indicates 
that the first and the second grades of junior high school are 
probably serious turning points of their consciousness toward 
English. The second biggest turning point is probably the first 
half of the first grade of high school. Once they have difficulty 
in learning English and begin to hate English, their feelings 
continue, even at the university level. The reasons for stu-
dents’ dislike of English are often related to their difficulty with 
the language. For example, studying English is to memorize 
sentences and words, and learning English grammar is very 
difficult.

本論では、生徒が英語を好きになり始めたり嫌いになり始める時期や
その動機、理由について過去の研究結果を調査している。また40名の大
学1年生を対象にした質的調査を行った結果を述べている。この質的調
査の結果はこれまでの研究結果を裏付けるもので、まず中学1年と2年の
時期、次に高校1年の前半の時期が、英語に対する意識の最も重要なター
ニングポイントであることがわかった。また一度嫌いになるとその気持ち
は大学生になっても続く傾向にある。嫌いになる要因としては英文や英
単語の暗記、文法の難しさがあげられる。

When do students begin to like or dislike 
English? When are they motivated or 
demotivated to study the language? There 

are several factors that may contribute to a student’s 
motivation to learn a second language. Learners’ 
motivation and contributing factors are often 
researched quantitatively using questionnaires. How-
ever, each student has different characteristics, which 
are sometimes difficult to examine using quantitative 
methods (Dörnyei, 2009; Suemori & Sasajima, 2016). 
This paper provides a review of research addressing 
when students begin to like or dislike English, when 
they obtain or lose their motivation for learning 
English, and the reasons associated with their prefer-
ences and motivation regarding the language. It also 
includes a discussion of the findings of a qualitative 
survey conducted by the author. 

When Do Students Start to Like or Dislike 
English?
In 2011, Japanese elementary schools formally began 
implementing English education. However, English 
education in elementary schools had been provided 
to students and was considered a part of compre-
hensive school hours since 2002 with 97.1% of 
elementary schools offering English classes in 2007 
(Oka & Kanamori, 2009). According to Sakai (2009), 
as a result of the early introduction to English, 11.7% 
of students expressed negative feelings toward 
English before entering junior high school. Without 
any English education in elementary school, would 
those students have looked forward to learning 
English at junior high school? This was supported 
by Hasegawa (2013), whose research showed that 
across three elementary schools, 10-35% of stu-
dents did not like English. Matsumiya (2012) found 
that approximately 70% of fifth and sixth grade 
elementary school students liked English, but only 
54.4% of fifth graders and 53% of sixth graders were 
looking forward to taking English classes in junior 
high school. He concluded that this result should 
be considered seriously to connect English educa-
tion in elementary school with that in junior high 
school. Overall, whether English classes in elemen-
tary school may have a positive impact on students’ 
feelings toward English is still controversial. 

Let us now look at students’ feelings toward En-
glish in junior high school. Yamamori (2004) found 
that approximately 90% of students were motivated 
to study English at the beginning of junior high 
school; however, this percentage dropped to about 
60% in the middle of the second term of the first 
grade. Sakai (2009) asked 2,967 junior high school 
students to identify their favorite subject and found 
that English was in the eighth place among nine 
subjects. Regarding the question of when they 
were most motivated to study English, 43.6% of the 
students answered that they were most motivated 
at the beginning of junior high school (Sakai, 2009). 
This was supported by Benesse Educational Re-
search and Development Institute (2014), indicating 
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that the students began to have an aversion to En-
glish between the first half of the first grade and the 
latter half of the second grade in junior high school. 
In another study, in 2015, Benesse found that only 
50.4% of students liked English, which was the low-
est rating among ten subjects. The findings of these 
studies suggest that many students begin to dislike 
English during junior high school. Furthermore, 
once the students begin expressing such feelings, 
they continue to feel the same even when they are 
studying at the university level (Kiyota, 2010).

Just a few attempts have been made to ask high 
school or university students when they began to 
like or dislike English. Benesse Educational Re-
search and Development Institute (2014) found 
that, in addition to the period between the first half 
of the first grade and the latter half of the second 
grade in junior high school, the first half of the first 
grade of high school was a big turning point from 
them liking to disliking English because approx-
imately 35% of students began to dislike learning 
English. Sawyer (2007) examined 120 university 
students’ motivation when they were in junior high 
and high schools. He found that motivation was 
high at the beginning of junior high school and 
then decreased. It also decreased from the first to 
the second year in high school and increased in 
the third year, and then decreased once again after 
entering a university. Suemori and Sasashima (2016) 
chose two students out of 126 university students 
and interviewed them. One student liked English 
even before entering junior high school because her 
family encouraged her to study English. The other 
student attended an English conversation school 
during elementary school, but she did not like 
English and still had some difficulty with learning 
English even as a university student. Suemori and 
Sasashima suggested that “each learner can have 
his or her own unique characteristics” of how he/
she is motivated or demotivated to study English 
(p. 129). Kikuchi and Sakai (2016) researched factors 
affecting changes in English learning motivation 
among university students and found that students’ 
motivation to study English began when they were 
in the third grade of both junior high school and 
high school. However, during the first grade of both 
junior high and high school, they became demoti-
vated to study English. 

Why Do Students Change Their Attitudes 
Toward English?
Understanding why students change their attitudes 
toward English is just as important as knowing 
when students experience this change. Hasegawa 
(2013) conducted research with 95 elementary 

school students and found that 81% of the students 
liked English because they could sing English songs, 
enjoy games, talk with their friends in English, and 
learn about other cultures. On the other hand, 18 % 
of the students disliked English because they could 
not read or understand English and they could not 
communicate with their friends in English. Even at 
the elementary school level, students’ competence 
toward English is arguably related to their disincli-
nation for English.

Yamamori (2004) found that junior high school 
students started to dislike English because it be-
came difficult for them. More specifically, he also 
noted that they could not obtain favorable scores 
on mid-term or final tests. For instance, Yamamori’s 
study found that the mean points of English exams 
dropped dramatically between the first and the sec-
ond terms in the first grade of junior high school, 
which was typical in all junior high schools. Sakai 
(2009) surveyed junior high school students about 
the reasons why they started to dislike English and 
found that English grammar was difficult for most 
of them (78.6%). Koike (2013) also recognized that 
teachers and positive experiences toward English af-
fected students’ preferences for English. An example 
of this was found in a study by Tatsuno (2009), who 
noted that some of the reasons for liking English 
were that students were praised by teachers, or they 
earned good scores on English tests. In a similar 
study, Tokuhashi and Mizuochi (2017) followed the 
progress of lower-placed students in first grade En-
glish classes and found that it was possible for them 
to make progress in their learning motivation when 
the teachers gave individual students praise and 
advice. According to Kikuchi and Sakai (2016), stu-
dents were motivated to study English because they 
had to take entrance examinations to get into a high 
school or university. However, their motivation de-
clined because they had too many assignments, and 
the types of teaching styles and textbooks were not 
appropriate for them (Kikuchi & Sakai, 2016). These 
results indicated that students’ motivation to study 
or like English were related to teachers, classes, in-
terests in English and other cultures, and entrance 
exams. Their incompetence in English contributed 
to their dislike of English or demotivation to study 
the language.

The Current Qualitative Survey
If teachers know when and why students begin to 
like or dislike English, they can take the appropri-
ate measures to prevent students from disliking 
English. A survey of attitudes toward English was 
carried out among students attending one of Japan’s 
national universities. The participants included 40 
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Japanese students who were majoring in engineer-
ing or nursing and took English classes as a part of 
their liberal arts studies. They were asked whether 
or not they liked English, when they started to like 
or dislike English, and the reasons for their prefer-
ences. They were also asked to report the specific 
time when their feelings toward English changed 
and the reasons for the change. The students could 
write their answers freely on paper. 

The first question used a Likert scale, from 1 to 
5, to obtain the degree to which students liked 
English, where 1 indicated that they disliked 
English and 5 indicated that they liked English. 
After responding to the Likert scale, students were 
asked when they started to like or dislike English 
and what caused their attitudes toward English to 
change.

Only two students (5%) selected “5”, and nine 
students (22.5%) selected “4”. These responses 
indicated that these students liked English. Their 
open-ended comments revealed that they started 
to like English from the beginning of their study of 
the language and still felt that way at the university 
level. Various reasons why they liked English were 
reported and thus divided into three types. The first 
is that they liked English classes and/or teachers 
(type A). The second type were those who liked to 
have conversations with foreigners (type B). The 
final type were those who could do well in English 
(type C). It is interesting to note that the two most 
common reasons (given by 10 out of 11 students) 
were reported more frequently than the third most 
common reason (reported by three students). Some 
students wrote a couple of reasons, so the number 
of reasons is not equal to the number of the stu-
dents. Examples of the students’ reasons include:

When I was a junior high school student, I liked 
reading in English in class. I enjoyed having con-
versation in English in class. (type A)

I liked listening to songs with English lyrics in 
class at junior high school. So I came to like En-
glish. (type A)

When I traveled abroad, I was able to use En-
glish. (type B)

My grades in English were always good in my 
school days. (type C)

I liked my English teacher when I was a junior 
high school student, and I came to like English 
from that time. (type A)

I used English in foreign countries, which made 
me excited. (type B)

Although students could write whatever they 
wanted in response to the open-ended question, 
their comments were similar. These comments are 
consistent with Koike’s (2013) findings regarding 
positive experiences toward English. 

Fourteen students (35%) selected “3” on the Likert 
scale. They neither liked nor disliked English and 
many of them were unsure about when they started 
to have this feeling. However, six out of 14 students 
(42%) reported that their feelings toward English 
had not changed since junior high school. Their 
reasons were often very similar: English is import-
ant, but they were not good at it. Ten out of 14 
students reported that they are not good at English. 
The following are examples of comments from 
these students:

When I don’t understand, I don’t like English. 
When I understand, I come to like English.

I am not good at English, but it is useful to learn 
English.

When I go abroad, I want to speak English, but I 
am not good at it.

To learn a foreign language may be enjoyable, 
but I am not good at it.

I want to improve English, but I can’t.

These comments were consistent with Benesse 
Educational Research and Development Institute 
(2014), which reported that 92.5 % of junior high 
school students and 91.6% of senior high school stu-
dents recognized how useful English is in society. 
The current survey also showed that the students 
who neither liked nor disliked English still recog-
nized the usefulness of English.

Seven students (17.5%) selected “2” on the Likert 
scale, and eight students (20%) selected “1”. Those 
15 students did not like English. Ten students (67%) 
reported that they started to dislike English when 
they were in junior high school, five students began 
to dislike English when they were in the first grade, 
and the remaining students began to dislike the 
language when they were in the second grade. Five 
students (12.5%) started to dislike English when they 
were in the first grade of high school. These results 
are reinforced by the findings of Benesse Educa-
tional Research and Development Institute (2014), 
which said that during the period between the 
first half of the first grade and the latter half of the 
second grade in junior high school and in the first 
half of the first grade of senior high school, students 
started to dislike English. Interestingly, the students 
in the current study reported that they were poor at 
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English. Some of their comments include: 

I was not good at memorizing English vocabu-
lary.

It was hard to learn grammar.

In high school, vocabulary and grammar became 
so hard for me.

I realized that I was not good at speaking in En-
glish.

I could not hear or read long sentences in En-
glish.

I had to study English even though I did not like 
it so much.

I don’t like memorization, and studying English 
is like memorization in junior high and senior 
high schools.

I liked English in junior high school, but I started 
to dislike it in senior high school, because it be-
came too difficult for me.

Concerns about English competence are evident 
in all of their comments. This supports the findings 
of previous studies (Kikuchi and Sakai, 2016; Koike, 
2013; Sakai, 2009; Tatsuno, 2009; Yamamori, 2004).

Conclusion
The current survey was conducted with a small 
number of students (40 students) and a narrow 
subset, so the results cannot be generalized. On the 
other hand, we still can notice some tendencies, 
which can be supported by the previous studies. 
The current survey and previous studies show that 
students often begin to dislike English when they 
are in junior high school. More specifically, the first 
and the second grades of junior high school are 
arguably serious turning points for their attitudes 
toward proactively studying English. The second 
biggest turning point is probably the first half of the 
first grade of senior high school, which was demon-
strated by both Benesse Educational Research 
and Development Institute (2014) and the current 
survey. Once they have difficulty in learning English 
and begin to hate English, their feelings continue, 
even at the university level. On the other hand, 
when they do not have difficulties with the lan-
guage, their positive attitude toward the language 
continues even when they are university students. 
The reasons why students dislike English are often 
related to the difficulties they have with the lan-
guage. Some students feel that studying English 
equates to memorizing sentences and words, and 

learning English grammar is very difficult. In this 
light, it may be necessary to change the way English 
is taught in junior high school and senior high 
school, thereby finding appropriate measures to 
prevent students from developing negative attitudes 
towards English.
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Welcome to the midsummer edition of TLT interviews! 
Our feature interview is with Hugh Starkey, Professor 
of Citizenship and Human Rights Education with the 
Institute of Education at the University of Central Lon-
don. He has published widely on language teaching, 
cosmopolitan citizenship, and human rights education 
in a globalizing world. He is the co-founder and di-
rector of the International Centre for Education and 
Democratic Citizenship. Professor Starkey has also act-
ed as a consultant to the Council of Europe, UNESCO, 
the European Commission, and the British Council. For 
the JALT2017 conference in Tsukuba, he gave a ple-
nary speech entitled, “Cosmopolitan Citizenship and 
Language Learning.” During the conference, he talk-
ed more in depth with Bob Ashcroft, a teacher in the 
Department of International Communication at Tokai 
University in Sapporo. Bob has a Master’s Degree in 
Applied Linguistics from Birmingham University and 
a Diploma in English Language Teaching to Adults 
(DELTA). He has also taught in Poland, Germany, and 
Cambodia. Bob’s research interests include CALL, vo-
cabulary learning, and corpus linguistics. So, without 
further ado, to the interview! 

An Interview with  
Hugh Starkey
Bob Ashcroft
Tokai University Sapporo

Bob Ashcroft: What are your impressions of Japan?

Hugh Starkey: It’s well-organized. That may be 
stereotypical but it’s remarkably easy to get around. 
And, surprising things seem to happen. I feel there 
is great creativity and community spirit here.

Do stereotypes always have some truth in them?

I don’t think they always have some truth in them, 
but they may be a starting point for reflection.

What’s the problem with stereotypes?

They ascribe an identity to people we have never 
met. We assume something about a person we are 
in communication with on the basis of a prejudg-
ment. Therefore, it’s not usually helpful. It’s best to 


