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Chapter 7

COLLEGE STUDENTS’ ATTITUDES TOWARDS FOREIGN
LANGUAGE LEARNING IN WARTIME IN UKRAINE

Ilona Huszti, Ilona Lechner, Erzsébet Barany, and Marta Fabian

Ferenc Rakéczi 11 Transcarpathian Hungarian College of Higher Education,
Ukraine

Introduction

The year 2022 presented significant challenges for Ukrainian tertiary education, still grappling with the
aftereffects of COVID-19 when Russia’s large-scale invasion prompted the introduction of martial law.
Consequently, students were thrust back into remote learning, a transition as stressful as the initial shift
during the 2020-2021 pandemic period (Huszti et al., 2021). The uncertainty surrounding the devastating
war heightened students' anxiety.

Transcarpathia, the westernmost region of Ukraine and the site of our study, remained relatively
peaceful, which influenced its selection for this research. Despite the absence of military operations, the
region still experienced the war's physical and mental impacts. During the sutvey period, daily power
shortages resulted in 11 to 16 hours without electricity, disrupting heating and Internet access.

To gain insights into how students at the Ferenc Rakéczi 11 Transcarpathian Hungarian College of
Higher Education coped under martial law, their overall attitudes toward language learning, and the
challenges they faced, we conducted a survey. We hypothesized that the war negatively affected students'
language learning, with various distractions undermining their focus and fostering negative attitudes toward
language studies. An anonymous online questionnaire was developed to probe these aspects. Findings
revealed that students remained mostly optimistic, believing in the likelithood of wise decisions that would
soon end the war. They expressed satisfaction with the use of Google Classrooms for each discipline, which
significantly aided their study management. In-person teaching resumed in September 2022, and students
appreciated the return to face-to-face classes, recognizing the effectiveness of direct interactions with
teachers and peers in the language learning process and classes.

This chapter details the survey results, addressing the central research question: What are college
students' attitudes toward foreign language learning during wartime in Ukraine?

Brief Insights from Relevant Research

Since the start of the war, several studies have been conducted to investigate its impact on higher
education. Lavrysh et al. (2022) conducted their research with teachers at a university in Kyiv to survey how
the war impacted the professional activity of 63 educators. They found that despite the severe circumstances,
teachers did their best to provide quality education to their students.
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An optimal solution for meeting the educational requirements in difficult or extreme circumstances (e.g.,
times of conflict or war) could be distance learning. Aranyi et al. (2022) concluded that the knowledge gained
on distance education through emergency remote teaching during the COVID-19 pandemic might be of
great value and use in contingencies like natural disasters or times of conflict. Such has been the situation in
Ukraine since February 24, 2022. Boyko et al. (2021) consider that the rapidly developing distance learning
technologies promise to be useful in Ukraine for providing quality training in tertiary education. They believe
that teachers must be able to apply modern information technologies and “be psychologically ready to work
with students in a new educational and cognitive environment” (p. 10).

Kornytska et al. (2023) write about the state in which Ukrainian tertiary education currently is, facing the
new challenges posed by the ongoing war. They propose that at present, the asynchronous mode of teaching
could be the most feasible in a significant part of the country because of the various factors impeding the
educational process. Moreover, Banyoi et al. (2023) echoed Boyko et al.’s (2021) perspective, asserting the
critical role of digital tools in implementing effective distance learning within the higher education landscape
during times of war in Ukraine.

Methodology

To better understand our students' attitudes toward language learning during online teaching following
the large-scale invasion on February 24, 2022, we designed a questionnaire to gather their perspectives on
the topic.

Survey Tool. The online questionnaire consisted of four blocks of questions. We asked the participants
to provide information such as age, gender, their major, year in the program, training modality, foreign
language learned, and the number of years of learning it. In addition, we inquired about the students’ location,
since this was a factor that probably impacted the respondents’ answers most. This introductory part was
followed by three blocks of Likert-scale statements:

e Block 1 (16 questions) referred to the students’ feelings towards the Russian-Ukrainian war in
general.

e Block 2 (20 questions) aimed at the students’ general learning experiences over the past year.

e Block 3 (18 questions) concerned their language learning processes over the past year (see Appendix
for items in this block).

Students had to decide on a scale from 1 to 5 how much the statements were true for them, where 1
indicated ‘not at all true’ and 5 indicated ‘completely true’.

In this chapter, we discuss our research findings from Block 3, which deals with students’ attitudes to
language learning during online teaching under martial law.

Participants and Demographics. Our online questionnaire was completed by 194 students, among
whom 47 (24.2%) were male and 147 (75.8%) female students. Their age was from 17 to 24, or older (see
Table 1).
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Table 1

Age of Participants
Age (years) 17-18 | 19-20 | 21-22 | 23-24 | Above 24 | TOTAL
Number of students | 44 87 31 7 25 194
Percentage (%) 22.7 | 448 |16 3.6 12.9 100

Table 2 shows the various training modalities the respondents participated in at the time of the survey.

Table 2

Modes of Conrse Delivery
Training Modality Percentage of Student-Participants (%)
Daytime (full-time students) 58.7

Correspondence (part-time students) | 33

Both 8.3

There were 114 (58.7%) daytime (full-time) students, 64 (33%) correspondence (part-time) students, and
16 (8.3%) of them studied in both training modalities, majoring in two different subjects. Students learned
either English (156 students—=80.4%) or German (38 students—19.6%) as a foreign language. The language
choice depended mainly on which language they had been learning prior to their college studies at the
secondary school. The time they had been learning these languages varied from six months to more than 15
years.

Our respondents also provided information on where they were located since the outbreak of the
Russian-Ukrainian war. Thus, 128 students (66%) stayed in Transcarpathia, whereas 24 students (12.4%)
lived abroad. Forty-two students (21.6%) stayed partly in Transcarpathia and partly abroad.

Findings and Discussion

Factors Influencing Students’ Attitudes. Motivation is a key factor influencing the efficiency of
language learning (Tomej, 2022). Unusual circumstances can lead to a loss of motivation, both integrative
and instrumental. For this reason, the first survey question aimed to determine whether students were able
to maintain their motivation or not. Results revealed that more than half of the respondents (52%) retained
their motivation despite the unusual circumstances. The largest segment of respondents (36%) indicated
they had not lost motivation, selecting the completely disagree option for the first question. Sixteen percent
disagreed with the same question. However, there was a considerable proportion of hesitant responses
(25%). The two lowest responses were agree (15%) and strongly agree (8%0), indicating that only 23% felt
demotivated to varying extents. Figure 1 shows a summary of the results.
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Figure 1
Students’ Motivation
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Among the essential conditions for learning are safety and peace. The next survey question explored
whether external circumstances influenced respondents' attitudes towards language learning. A significant
portion of participants (23%) reported that their current circumstances do not affect their attitude towards
language learning at all. Similarly, 20% of the students who agreed with the question felt unaffected by
today's conditions. The proportion of hesitant responses was high again (22%). In total, 35% felt that the
wartime situation impacted their attitude towards language learning, with 21% agreeing and 14% completely
agreeing with the statement.

Language Learning Results. We sought to determine if students believed they had achieved better
results in language learning before the war. The highest proportion of responses was hesitant (27%). Twenty-
three percent completely agreed, and another 16% agreed that they had better results before the war, totalling
39% who felt this way. Twenty-two percent completely disagreed with the statement, indicating that the war
had no detrimental effect on these language learners. Additionally, the war did not negatively impact the
12% who disagreed. These students continued their language learning despite the more challenging
conditions. Figure 2 illustrates the results in percentages.

Figure 2
Perception of Language Learning Outcomes

Learning results

m Worse than before the war ~ m No detrimental effect = Hesitant



Adapting and Finding Meaning in Teaching and Learning Under Extra-Ordinary Challenges 62

Figure 3
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Interaction in Language Classes. Interaction among students in language classes was the focus of the
next question. During the period when language learning took place online, forty-seven percent found this
interaction with fellow students to be difficult and missed the realistic situations for practicing the language
that are usually present in face-to-face class settings. Twenty-six percent were undecided, and 27% disagreed
with the statement, indicating that this type of interaction did not hinder their progress in language learning.

Language Skills Development. More than 50% of the students noticed that during the language
classes, their teacher encouraged them to talk to each other in the foreign language, for example, by
prompting dialogues and discussions. However, a little more than 20% of the respondents did not perceive
this at all. More than a hundred students (55%) welcomed the teacher's encouragement of dialogue between
them. Nonetheless, 25 students (18%) did not like this idea. Almost 30% of the students were neither
positive nor negative about this question. About 58% of the students believed that they mostly spoke only
when the teacher asked them, whereas 16% disagreed. However, 26% of the students could neither agree
nor disagree with the statement. Exactly 37% of the students stated that there was often awkward silence in
the online language classes, which they found unpleasant. On the other hand, about 40% of the students did
not observe such inconvenience during the class and were not disturbed by it.

About 22% of the respondents fully agreed that their speaking skills developed at a slower pace during
distance learning due to fewer opportunities for oral practice in the online class. An equal share (26%) either
agreed or disagreed, and the same number felt that the statement was not characteristic of them. Regarding
reading comprehension, opinions were approximately equally divided. Only 7% believed that physical
presence clearly had a positive effect on the development of reading comprehension, while 15% somewhat
agreed. Exactly 28% were undecided about the necessity of physical presence during reading comprehension,
21% somewhat agreed with the necessity, and 29% were confident that they could practice alone, for which
physical presence in the language class was not necessary. According to 27% of the respondents, listening
exercises were more successfully completed in distance education because they could listen to the text as
many times as they wanted. Approximately a third of the respondents (35%) were unsure about this
statement, while 12% said that the distance learning opportunity did not influence the success of the listening
exercises. The number of those thinking that the statement was not typical of them was low (6%). Regardless,
students could look up unfamiliar words; they did not need to ask the teacher. However, some still preferred
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to rely on the teacher to explain what a word meant in a particular context, especially when the primary
meaning of the word was not the one in use. The written assignhments were corrected by the teachers in
Google Classroom, and in some cases, they provided their students with comments. According to 27% of
the respondents, the feedback clearly had a positive effect on their development, while 32% said it was
somewhat positive. A quarter of the participants were undecided about the statement. The same proportion
of the students (8%) did not feel a significant improvement due to the comments or did not notice any
positive effect.

Around 30% of the students claimed that they did not have enough time to write essays properly because
too many tasks had to be submitted in writing. They admitted that they often used an online translator to
save time. Approximately the same percentage of students (30%) stated the opposite; that is, they always
managed their time well to cope with the written assighments and did not use an online translator. Slightly
more than 40% of the students stated that in online classes, they developed all language skills equally. About
18% of the respondents disagreed that their language skills were developed evenly during distance learning.
Another 40% of the students were undecided on this question. Figure 4 presents the overall results on
language skills development.

Figure 4
Elffects of Distance Learning on Students’ Langnage Skills Development
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Conclusion

Despite the challenges posed by the shift to online education during the war, students demonstrated
remarkable resilience and adaptability. Only 23% of the participating students clearly stated that they became
demotivated, which is a relatively low percentage given the circumstances. However, 35% of respondents
claimed the war affected their attitude toward language learning. Students did not feel lost when transitioning
to online mode at the outbreak of the war, thanks to their prior experience during the pandemic.
Nonetheless, 65% of the students expressed happiness in returning to in-person teaching in September of
2022, or even eatliet.

A vast majority of students (70%) found learning more effective with direct contact between students
and teachers. However, 16% of the students appreciated the ability to progress at their own pace in distance
learning. For 47% of the students, the lack of interaction with peers and teachers during online studies posed
challenges. While slightly less than half of the students felt their speaking skills developed more slowly online,
about 50% noted improvement in their listening skills. Concerning their writing skills, students reported that
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feedback from teachers in Google Classroom positively impacted their learning. Results indicate that online
teaching may not be the best mode for developing speaking skills, as nearly 60% of the students stated they
only spoke in online classes when called upon by the teacher.

Students strived to overcome the difficulties and challenges presented, and one critical lesson emerged:
Nothing is impossible, and there is a solution for even the most hopeless situations. These students have
learned to adapt to the circumstances. To maintain their optimism, we as teachers must persist, serving as
role models for our students. A resource such as Schulten, Gonchar, and Engle’s (2022) publication can be
a great aid, as it helps educators support students and make sense of Russia’s ongoing aggression against
Ukraine. The maxim where there is a will, there is a way remains a guiding principle, reminding us that even in
the most challenging circumstances, solutions can be found, and optimism can prevail. Moving forward, we
must explore innovative approaches to address the evolving needs of students and ensure the continuity of
quality education.
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Appendix

Part 3 of the Survey
1=totally disagree, 2=disagree, 3=neither disagree nor agree, 4=agree, 5=totally agree

11213]4]5|TOTAL

1 | Due to external circumstances, I got demotivated to learn the language.

2 | My attitude towards language learning is independent of external circumstances.

3 | I think I achieved better results in language learning before the war.

4 | During the pandemic, we got used to distance learning, and when the war broke
out, the transition was no problem.

5 | I was glad that we returned to face-to-face learning again from September.

6 | Language learning is definitely more effective if there is direct contact with the
teacher and my fellow students.

7 | In distance learning, I was able to progress at my own pace.

8 | During the distance education, it was difficult to interact with my fellow students,
so realistic situations were missing during practice.

9 | During distance learning, my speaking skills developed at a slower pace, as there
was less opportunity for oral practice in class.

10 | I can practice reading comprehension on my own, it is not necessary to be
physically present in the language class.

11 | I solved the post-listening exercises with greater success in distance education,
because I listened to the text as many times as 1 wanted.

12 | My essays uploaded to Classroom were corrected by the teacher and I was able to
improve through the comments.

13 | Too many tasks had to be submitted in writing, so I didn't have time to write the
essays propetly. I often used an online translator to save time.

14 | In the online classes, we developed all skills (reading, listening comprehension,
speaking, writing) equally.

15 | In the language classes, the teacher encouraged the students to talk to each other
in a foreign language (e.g. making up dialogues).

16 | I liked that the teacher encouraged dialogue among the students.

17 | The students mostly spoke only when the teacher asked them.

18 | There was often awkward silence in the online language classes. It was unpleasant
for me.




