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Abstract: In Brazil, English is studied from first grade of elementary school. For some 

reason after eleven years of study, students in general have problems 

communicating orally and in writing. Swedish students, on the other hand, seem 

to be able to communicate quite proficiently in English, even though it is also 

considered to be foreign language learning. The purpose of this comparative study 

is to discover what differs in the Brazilian and Swedish learning and teaching that 

makes the Swedish results superior. The purpose was to compare English learning 

as a foreign language in Sweden and in Brazil, and questionnaires were 

distributed to teacher and students. Of the many possibilities raised as hypotheses 

for the effective English learning in Sweden, teacher’s educational background, 

working hours per week, number of students per teacher, were found to be more 

problematic in Brazil, according to the teachers’ questionnaire. When it comes to 

students, it appears that Brazilian students show a lack of commitment to their 

learning tasks and awareness of the importance of learning English. In addition, 

several social aspects have to be taken into account when judging the educational 

situation of a country, but the importance of a good education can never be 

overlooked.  

 

Nykelor: foreign language learning, foreign language teaching, second language, English as 

a foreign language (EFL), English teacher, English student. 
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1 Introduction 

How are languages learned? What is the best method to use to teach a foreign language? Which 

skills does the learner need to develop? When foreign language learning is discussed many 

questions are still without an answer. Language learning has attracted the attention of linguists 

and psychologists for years and many scholars have investigated and suggested new methods 

and approaches as to what would be the most efficient way of teaching a foreign language. But 

how much influence have these approaches had on the way languages are taught in different 

cultures? This paper is concerned with language teaching and learning in Brazil and Sweden, 

where the methods used seem to differ to a great extent, and where one result that has been 

observed is that Swedish students become much more proficient at communicating than students 

in Brazil.  

In spite of remarkable advances in research in the language teaching area, in Brazil, these 

developments are not, in reality, getting into the classrooms in the regular
1
 schools, where the 

classes are still based mainly on grammar translation. The question “Why does the Brazilian 

teaching process not work?” has instigated this investigation in an attempt to discover what can 

be changed to make teaching more effective in order to improve the quality of students’ spoken 

and written communicative abilities in Brazil. 

1.1 Aims 

One aim of this study is to find out the differences between the way English is taught in Sweden 

and Brazil. In my experience, in Sweden, when students finish school, the majority of them are 

able to communicate in English, orally and in writing, while in Brazil most people can barely 

greet someone in English. In the present paper, factors that may account for this difference are 

going to be studied, and the ultimate aim of the study is to determine what the main differences 

in the learning process are and to find methods that can be used in the English classroom in 

Brazil in order to make students develop their speaking and writing in the foreign language. The 

aim of this paper is to look at what influences the learning, the teacher, the teaching methods, 

exposure to English, the age at which students started learning English, use of the language in 

authentic situations, etc.  

                                                 

1
 The term “regular school” is used in Brazil to distinguish it from the specialized English courses. 
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2 Background 

Many factors may affect the learning process and the teaching procedures. Aptitude, learning 

style and learning strategies, affective factors, and motivation for learning English are some of 

the factors that influence how languages are acquired. This section will focus on foreign 

language learning in general, how learners develop their skills and what they need to succeed in 

foreign language learning.  

2.1 Second language learning and foreign language learning  

The term second language learning is used by Littlewood (1984: 54) to define a language (other 

than the first language) which has communicative functions inside the community where the 

learners live. Foreign language learning, on the other hand, is used to indicate that the language 

has no established functions inside the learner’s community but will be used mainly for 

communicating with outsiders. It is important to take into account the environment in which the 

learner is learning the language, as it may directly influence the quality and quantity of input and 

output, as well as the learner’s motivation and proficiency. Ellis (1985: 151) points out that in a 

second language classroom the setting is more natural than in the foreign language classroom; 

therefore, there is more chance for negotiation of meaning.  

Some scholars do not think there is a need to make a distinction between the two terms described 

above. For Mitchell and Myles (1998: 1-2), for example, second languages are any languages 

other than the learner’s native language or mother tongue. They include foreign languages under 

their more general term of second languages, because they believe that the underlying learning 

processes are essentially the same for more local and for more remote target languages, despite 

differing learning purposes and circumstances.  

Mitchell and Myles (1998: 3) also present a “model” of second language learning, taken from 

Spolsky 1989, p. 28. The model, as can be seen in Figure 1, shows Spolsky’s view on how 

second language learning occurs. He summarizes the factors he believes can lead to success. 

Spolsky takes into account many factors that are going to be analyzed in this paper, such as 

motivation, age, learning opportunities, etc., as factors influencing the learning process. The 

arrows which connect the factors show the direction in which the influence occurs.  
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Figure 1 Spolsky’s general model of second language learning (based on Mitchell & Myles, 1998. P. 3). 

 

Considering the distinction between the terms second language and foreign language, a practical 

example is the case that has been studied for this paper. Both Brazilian and Swedish students 

learn English as a foreign language, since they study the language in a context where it is not 

widely used in the community. Although the Swedish students have much more contact with 

English than the Brazilian students in their everyday life and are able to speak English as well, 
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English is considered a foreign language. An example of second language learning would be if 

one of the students from Brazil or Sweden moved to an English speaking country and learnt the 

language in an environment where English was used as the first language. 

2.2 Factors that may affect foreign language acquisition 

Several factors might affect the efficiency of English teaching and learning. Since some of these 

factors are going to be analyzed in my questionnaire study, it is relevant to give a brief overview 

of the topic for a better understanding of the analysis.  

2.2.1 Age of language learning 

It is widely accepted that children can learn a foreign language more easily than adults. There 

may be a number of factors that may help to explain why this is so; a child has more time, s/he  

can pay more attention to the learning because there are no other problems to worry about, there 

are more opportunities to use the language, and so on. According to Littlewood (1984: 65), the 

most common explanation is that there is a “critical period” (which ends around puberty), during 

which the brain is more flexible and language learning can occur naturally and easily. 

Lightbown & Spada (1999: 62) summarize a study made by Mark Patkowski in 1980.
2
 

Patkowski studied the effect of age on the acquisition of a second language. Ignoring the accent, 

taking into account that several studies have concluded that older learners almost inevitably have 

a noticeable “foreign accent”, Patkowski examined the spoken English of 67 highly educated 

immigrants to the United States. The learners had started to learn English at various ages, but all 

had lived in the United States for more than five years. Through interviews, the learners were 

rated from 0, no English knowledge, to 5, level expected from an educated native speaker. The 

results showed that 32 out of 33 subjects who had begun learning English before the age of 

fifteen scored between 4+ and 5. The post-puberty group centered around 3+, and only 1 reached 

level 5. Patkowski concluded that the age of acquisition is a significant factor in second language 

learning, and that the limitation for post-puberty learners goes beyond the accent. 

Immigrants’ cases have been observed and it is clear that children speak their second language 

with a native fluency, but their parents rarely achieve the same native-speaker fluency. 

Littlewood (1984) suggests four different reasons for this: 1) Children have more favorable 

                                                 

2  Patkowski, Mark. “The sensitive period effects in second language learning”. 1980. 
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learning conditions; they are often exposed to the language for longer periods of time and 

receive more intensive attention from native speakers of the language; 2) Children are likely to 

be exposed to a simpler language, which is easier to process and understand; 3) Children are less 

likely to hold negative attitudes towards other speech communities or to be aware of other 

factors which may produce barriers to interaction and learning; 4) While older learners rely too 

much on learning, children are content to let acquisition take its proper course. 

However, in recent years the “Critical Period Hypothesis” has been criticized from many 

different points of view. Lightbown & Spada (1999:61) mention some studies on the second 

language development of older and younger learners who are learning in similar circumstances 

which have shown that, at least in the early stages of second language development, older 

learners are more efficient than younger learners. Many adolescents and adults acquire a high 

level of proficiency in a second language, which could not be explained if there was real 

evidence that puberty is accompanied by changes in the brain that are essential to the learning of 

a second language. 

2.2.2 Students’ motivation 

In general, findings have shown that positive attitudes and motivation are related to success in 

second language learning. But it is not known whether motivation improves the development of 

learning or the other way around, i.e. that successful learning increases motivation, or whether 

perhaps both are affected by other factors. The necessity to speak the second language for 

professional purposes may make the learner more motivated to acquire proficiency in the target 

language. A learner who has positive attitudes towards the language and is motivated to learn 

will be more dedicated, doing the activities and homework; s/he may also make a greater effort 

to tryto have contact with the language outside the classroom.  

In support of this Littlewood (1984:53) points out that in second language learning, as in every 

field of human learning, motivation is the crucial force which determines whether a learner 

embarks on the task at all, how much energy s/he devotes to it, and how long s/he perseveres. 

And the primary motive for learning a language is that it provides a means of communication. A 

person who perceives a clear communicative need for learning a second language is most likely 

to have a positive attitude towards it. 

Depending on the attitude of the learner, learning a second language can be a source of 

enrichment or a source of resentment. If the motivation to learn is external pressure, the attitude 
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towards learning may be negative. In 1972, Robert Gardner and Wallace Lambert coined the 

terms integrative motivation, which refers to language learning for personal growth and cultural 

enrichment, and instrumental motivation, which is learning for more immediate or practical 

goals (in Hedge 2007: 23). The teacher should be aware and always find out what the students’ 

aims for learning the language are; in addition the teacher can also help to establish new goals. If 

the learner has an instrumental motivation, and is learning the second language in order to get a 

better job, the teacher can help to focus on that and show how that can be achieved in the best 

way, so the student will feel more interested.   

Lightbown and Spada (1999: 57) stress that if teachers can make the classroom a place that 

students enjoy coming to because the content is interesting and relevant to their age and level of 

ability, where the learning goals are challenging yet manageable and clear, and where the 

atmosphere is supportive and non-threatening, they can make a positive contribution to students’ 

motivation to learn.  

2.2.3 Exposure to the target language  

As mentioned, one of the factors which may motivate the learner is exposure to the target 

language. If the learner has contact with speakers of the target language and can perceive a real 

need for what s/he is learning, the more s/he will be instigated to learn. A person living in an 

English-speaking country is forced to communicate in English, and is also exposed to the second 

language on a regular basis.  When a learner has intensive contact with the second language, it is 

likely that s/he will be favorably disposed towards the speakers of the language s/he is learning 

and this motivation is likely to be beneficial, because s/he will perceive the communicative need. 

According to Littlewood (1984:57), the proficiency the learner can achieve has an important 

influence on the quality of the learning opportunities which the environment offers.  

It is widely known that many aspects of language acquisition occur through contact with the 

target language, and that natural learning mechanisms are activated when the learner is in 

contact with the second language community. In an environment where the language is spoken 

as a natural means of communication, the learner will have contact with real use of the target 

language. 

Littlewood (1984:58) points out that learners of French in the south of England have an 

advantage over their counterparts in the north, because France is comparatively easy to reach. 

But it is important to note that it is not enough to visit or live in a country where the target 
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language is spoken; the learner also has to interact with native speakers on a personal level. If 

the learner has a positive attitude towards the new environment, s/he will feel more confident 

and motivated to interact. Best and Tyler (2007: 15) also assert that not only is the amount of 

exposure important, but the phonetic properties of the language input to learners appear to 

dynamically interact with their developmental level and second language learning status. 

2.2.4 Language teaching methods 

Only the methods and approaches relevant to the present study are going to be dealt with in this 

section. The Audio Lingual Method and Communicative Language Teaching will be discussed 

due to their influence on the Brazilian and Swedish educational system respectively.  

The Audio Lingual Method (ALM) was inspired by Skinner’s and Bloomfield’s ideas, implying 

that mimicry and memorization were considered the most efficient route to second language  

use, according to Savignon (1997: 24). One of the basic ideas of ALM is that language is speech, 

not writing, and therefore the student should repeat orally the structures presented in the 

classroom, so that they will become completely memorized and be produced automatically. 

Savignon (1997: 26) also points out that the teacher is the center of the learning process, leading 

and controlling the linguistic behavior of the students. 

Brown (1987: 96) summarizes some features of ALM, and the main characteristics are: new 

material is presented in dialog form; there is dependence on mimicry, memorization of set 

phrases, and over-learning; structures are sequenced by means of contrastive analysis and taught 

one at a time; structural patterns are taught using repetitive drills; there is little or no 

grammatical explanation; vocabulary is strictly limited and learned in context. It is also 

important in the ALM classroom to get the students to produce error-free utterances. 

The major criticism of the audio-lingual approach is its incapacity to lead the students to an 

advanced level due to the difficulty of going from automatisation to the spontaneous expression 

of the language. Brown (1987:97) also stresses that it was discovered that language was not 

really acquired through a process of habit formation and over-learning, and errors need not be 

avoided at all costs. 

Communicative Language Teaching (CLT) focuses on speaking skills; it shows the students how 

the language system is used to express facts and concepts. The approach shifted the focus of 

attention from grammatical to communicative properties of the language. Brown (1987:213) 
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emphasizes that the goals in the classroom are focused on all of the components of 

communicative competence and not restricted to grammatical competence. Natural, authentic, 

functional language is used in the classroom.  

Ur (1996: 244) points out that in the Communicative approach, not all mistakes need to be 

corrected, as the main aim of language learning is to understand and convey meaningful 

messages. Correction should therefore be focused on mistakes that interfere with this aim, not on 

inaccuracies of usage. 

Communicative language teaching sets out to involve learners in purposeful tasks which are 

embedded in meaningful contexts and which reflect and rehearse language as it is used 

authentically in the world outside the classroom, as described by Hedge (2007: 71). She also 

affirms that it motivates a wide population of teacher and learners, by the realistic language 

practice, by the personalization of learning and by face-to-face encounters in the classroom. 

2.3 Foreign language learning and teaching in Brazil  

This section aims to give a picture of the present situation when it comes to teaching and 

learning English in Brazil. First, a picture of how an English class in Brazil is conducted will 

illustrate the problems faced in the classroom.
3
 An overview of the development of the English 

teaching over the years follows in section 2.3.2 in order to give a picture of the present situation, 

especially concerning the specialized English courses which many students in Brazil attend.  

 2.3.1 English in Brazil  

If a Brazilian student in the last year of high school is asked what s/he has learned during all the 

years (since first grade of elementary level) in English almost all of them would answer: the verb 

to be. I have heard this many times and I can add that I was one of these students, unfortunately. 

A typical English class usually goes by without any learner speaking or listening to any English, 

either from the classmates or from the teacher. There is a book which the teacher follows 

without skipping one single page, and the students do not even need to wait for the teacher to tell 

them what page should be opened or what to do. Another issue is that textbooks are fairly old. 

When I left school the same books had been used for more than seven years. Based on the way 

                                                 

3
 Since there are no secondary sources which describe this, the information in section 2.3.1 will be based on my own 

personal experiences. 
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the books work, a typical English lesson in Brazil can be summarized as follows: reading a text, 

sometimes translating it completing tasks on the text, and learning about the language function 

focused on the unit.  

Even when the teacher tries to diversify the lesson by using different activities from the book, 

encouraging the students to speak in class, s/he encounters one major problem, which is the 

different levels of the students’ proficiency in English. Some students attend specialized English 

courses; some have traveled abroad; some come in contact with English on the computer, 

television, etc; while some are not interested at all in learning and avoid any contact with the 

language. This is a major problem when any activity the teacher proposes will be too hard or too 

easy for the majority of the students. So, for them, it is easier to follow the book and not try to 

change anything.  

It is important to point out that there are exceptions. Some schools and teachers are trying hard 

to change the situation and motivate the students to reach better results. Many people are 

motivated to find a solution to this problem and are fighting for better education in Brazil.  

2.3.2 English teaching in Brazil: present situation and development  

Some scholars who have studied foreign language learning in Brazil have pointed out a 

significant improvement related to theoretical and practical advances in the area. Moita Lopes 

(1999: 421), when presenting what he calls “snapshots” of applied linguistics in FL in Brazil, 

points out a considerable development in the last 30 years and asserts that much of this 

improvement is due to the creation of Post-Graduate programmes in the country and to the 

development of research that has as a theme teaching or reading in FL. Besides, according to 

Moita Lopes (100: 426), there are many differences between the past and the present, as e.g. the 

creation of a teachers’ association, scientific events, important specialized magazines, and the 

creation of the National Curriculum. 

However, it is crucial to determine whether this study by Moita Lopes refers to the regular 

school classroom, private or public, or whether the advances he mentions are restricted to the 

specialized language courses, to which only a privileged minority has access. Moita Lopes 

(199:420) concludes that foreign language teaching in the regular schools is still focused on 

grammar rules, with texts without context, used as an excuse to teach prescriptively and without 

interaction. 
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Teachers’ views of the reality of English teaching are not very encouraging. Neves (2002: 257) 

interviewed 170 teachers, and according to the author 100% confirmed that they teach mainly 

grammar and these same teachers confessed that they believe that their work from this point of 

view was useless. Neves (2002: 260) asserts that, by doing this, teachers completely reject the 

activity of reflection on languages and their function. In the same study, Neves noticed the 

preference of the teachers for two types of exercises: word classification and identification of 

syntactic functions.  

The reality described by the teachers points to the deficiencies in the teaching of English as a 

foreign language in Brazil. It would be pertinent to mention that, according to MEC (the 

Educational and Cultural Department of Brazil), 45.8% of the students were inefficient in 

foreign language learning, failing to get the minimum grade (60%) in the ENEM (National 

Courses Exams), which took place in 2004.
4
 This number is high compared to other subjects. 

This result emphasizes the problems that teachers have been faced with in English language 

teaching and learning, showing that many things have to change to improve the actual situation.  

2.3.3 Efficient foreign language learning in Brazil: specialized English courses  

In Brazil, since schools have been failing in the foreign language teaching area, specialized 

language schools have become more and more common. The reality of these schools seems to be 

different from the one in regular schools. To understand the reasons why these schools were 

established, we need an overview of the history and sociology of Brazilian education. Matêncio 

(1994: 79) points out some aspects that go beyond the linguistics and learning matters, such as 

the physical structure of the school, work conditions and training of the teachers, etc. Cristovão 

(1999: 33) describes five crucial elements that should be observed at the moment of didactical 

transposition of a new parameter to the classrooms. They should be: school equipment, 

educational system evaluation, vocational training, syllabus establishment and textbook 

selection.  

The specialized language schools are not faced with the same difficulties as regular schools. 

According to Moita Lopes (1999: 419), with better financing and better pedagogical support 

teachers who, in fact, receive continued training, have had an impact on classroom learning and 

the learners seem to have better results. Discussions in regular schools as to the “what”, “how”, 

                                                 

4  Data presented in the Editorial of the Newspaper Zero Hora, 08/02/2005, p.10.  
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“what for” and “why” of English teaching seem to have already been finished in the specialized 

schools long ago.  

In the seventies and eighties the communicative approach was introduced, questioning the 

traditional translation and audio-lingual methods. A simple analysis of the textbooks in the 

specialized language schools in Brazil is enough to verify that there is an emphasis on tasks 

involving interaction.  Also, and maybe principally, unlike the necessity “to educate” and “to 

discipline”, which seems to be the main function of  schools, the specialized schools seem to be 

an environment more prone  practicing the approach that appears to be the most advantageous to 

learning a foreign language, i.e. the socio- interactive approach.  

2.4 Foreign language learning and teaching in Sweden 

Books about teaching in a country are usually written in the mother tongue. As the books about 

the teaching of English as a foreign language in Sweden were written in Swedish, the 

information on EFL teaching in Sweden will be based on the teacher’s questionnaire, not on 

secondary sources.  

When I first came to Sweden I noticed that young people do not hesitate to speak and write in 

English; sometimes they can be a bit embarrassed but usually they appear to be confident and 

have a great level of fluency in the language. The differences between Sweden and Brazil are 

huge in this respect. Young people in Brazil do show more ability speaking the language, but 

mainly the ones who can afford traveling abroad to study or attend specialized English courses. 

At Swedish universities, the students have books and courses in English and prove to be fluent 

when speaking and writing even on a formal level. 

3 Methods 

The purpose of this study was to investigate the reasons why the teaching of English as a foreign 

language appears to be more effective in Sweden than in Brazil. A questionnaire for teachers and 

students was created with the aim of making a comparison between the two countries.  

3.1 Subjects 

The questionnaires were answered by teachers and students from Sweden and Brazil, in order to 

pinpoint differences between Sweden and Brazil for the different groups. All the informants who 

completed the questionnaire were guaranteed anonymity.  
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3.1.1 Teachers 

A requirement for teachers to answer the questionnaire was to teach English in the third year of 

lower secondary school. The original plan was to have 20 teachers from Brazil and 20 from 

Sweden. The Brazilian teachers’ questionnaire was sent by e-mail to the English Department 

Coordinator of one university in Brazil and teachers who fulfilled the requirements were asked 

to answer the questionnaire and send it by e-mail to me. Only ten teachers answered the 

questionnaire, even after several requests from me and from the English coordinator. In fact, this 

number is fairly low, and the study would have yielded more reliable results if the number of 

teachers had been higher.  

An e-mail address list of Swedish high school teachers of English was provided by two staff 

members from the English department at Karlstad University. Twenty teachers accepted to 

participate in the study, and it was agreed that they would answer the questionnaire and send it 

back by e-mail. One month later, after resending the questionnaire twice, only eleven teachers 

had answered the e-mail. One of the questionnaires was removed at random in order to have the 

same number of informants from Brazil and Sweden. 

3.1.2 Students 

The students who answered the questionnaires were in year 9 of compulsory school in Sweden 

and the third year of High School in Brazil. The age of the informants was about 15-16 years in 

both countries. They were asked to fill in the questionnaire during an English class, by their 

teachers. As with the teachers, my aim was to have 20 students from Sweden and the same 

number from Brazil. As only 17 Brazilian students in the private school
5
 class accepted to 

answer the questionnaire while 20 Swedish students did so, three Swedish questionnaires were 

removed at random.  

The process of selecting the students was through the teachers who had already participated in 

the questionnaire study. One of the Swedish teachers accepted to ask her students to answer the 

questionnaire. They were free not to participate if they did not want to, but all of them accepted. 

I took the questionnaires to the school and left them with the teacher, who asked me to come 

back another day to pick them up. 

                                                 

5
 At this point I had not decided to include a group of students from a Brazilian public school. 
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The same thing happened in Brazil. When I sent out the teacher’s questionnaire I asked if any of 

my informants would like to ask the students to participate. Many of them agreed and the 

students’ questionnaire was sent to them by mail. After receiving the answers from the private 

school, I realized it would be important to include of a public school as well, as public schools 

are very different from the private ones. A public school teacher promptly administered the 

student questionnaire in her class. On completion the questionnaires were sent by mail to 

Sweden, because it would have been difficult to ask the students to answer it on the computer 

and send it by e-mail. 

3.2 Questionnaire 

There were two questionnaires, one for teachers and one for students, and they were identical for 

Brazilian and Swedish teachers as well for the students from the two countries. For the Brazilian 

students the questionnaire was translated into Portuguese to make sure they understood the 

questions and would be able to answer them. The original questionnaire was modelled on a 

questionnaire used by Yang (2008) and subsequently modified to answer my research questions.  

4 Analysis and results 

In this section I will present the results of my investigation. In 4.1 I will account for the results 

of the student questionnaire, and in 4.2 the results from the teacher questionnaire will be 

presented.  

4.1 Analysis and results of student questionnaire 

Several aspects may contribute to the fact that Brazilian students often fail to communicate in 

English even after several years of study; some of them are going to be discussed below, using 

the Brazilian and Swedish students’ answers as a basis. The differences between the answers 

may indicate what changes could be made in order to make EFL in Brazil more effective. For 

items in which the data in the answers of the Brazilian students from the public and private 

school were similar, an average of the answers was calculated in order to make the comparison 

between Swedish and Brazilian students more clear. 

4.1.1 First contact with English  
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The first question on the students’ questionnaire was Where did you first come in contact with 

English? The students were allowed to check more than one option, which explains why the 

number in Figure 2 exceeds the number of students. As can be seen in Figure 2, most of the 

Swedish students answered that they had their first contact with English through television, in 

second place the teacher and third, family and computer. The situation in Brazil is different 

because on public TV in Brazil all the programs are dubbed, due to a high degree of illiteracy 

(which means that many people would not be able to read the subtitles) whereas pay television 

has mostly American channels, and these programs are broadcast with subtitles. This explains 

the difference in the answers of the public and private school students. Subtitles are thus only 

available to a privileged group of students in Brazil. If more Brazilian students had access to 

English speaking television shows, that would be a very good source of input. Many children 

like watching television, which means that they would be learning English and enjoying it at the 

same time. Socio-cultural differences also explain why public school students have problems 

accessing computers, as fewer families who have children in public schools own a computer. 

Sometimes they have access to a computer, but not the Internet.  

 

Figure 2. Swedish and Brazilian students’ first contact with English.
6 

                                                 

6
 In all the figures the following terms will be abbreviated: Brazilian Public school students = Braz PublS; Brazilian 

Private school students = Braz PrivS. 
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Figure 2 also shows that the first contact with English for Brazilian public school students for the 

majority of the students was the teacher, which was also the case for many Swedish students. For 

the majority of the Brazilian private school students the first contact with English was the 

computer. 

4.1.2 Age at which students came in contact with English and started learning English  

The age at which the learner has her/his first contact with English and starts learning the 

language can reflect significantly on the learning process. The majority of the Swedish students 

in my survey came in contact with English at an earlier age than the Brazilian informants, and 

also started learning English at school before the Brazilian students. By age nine all my Swedish 

informants had started to learn English at school, while in Brazil many had not even had any 

contact with English, as can be seen in Figures 3 and 4.  

In Brazil, private school students have English classes earlier than students in public schools, 

which is somewhat surprising, as the school curriculum parameters are the same for both types 

of school. According to school regulations, all the students should have started learning English 

in first grade. One problem is that there is an age difference in the classes, due to the fact that 

many public schools students begin to study later. Some of them have failed at some point and 

there are also cases of students who have to work to help their families. 

In Figure 3 we can see that six out of 17 of the Swedish learners had their first contact with 

English when they were six. This is similar to the five Brazilian students from private schools, 

who indicated that they first came in contact with English at age six as well. But the fact that 15 

of the 17 Swedish students had their first contact with English before they were seven changes 

the picture completely. According to my survey, only four public school students and eight 

private school students had any contact with before the age of seven in Brazil. Figure 4 shows 

clearly that Swedish students start to learn English earlier their Brazilian peers. This could point 

to a problem in the Brazilian educational system, indicating a delay starting the learning process.  

 



16 

 

 

Figure 3. Age at which informants had their first contact with English. 

 

Figure 4. Age at which informants started learning English. 
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4.1.3 Where the students started learning English 

The environment in which the learner has her/his first contact with the foreign language is 

certainly of importance, just as it is in the process of first language acquisition. According to 

what can be seen in Figure 5, the difference between Swedish students and Brazilian public 

school students is not very big in relation to where the students started learning English. The 

answers from the private school students are distributed between three options, including the 

specialized English courses, which the public school students have no access to due to the cost. 

The fact that many of the private school students in Brazil marked that they started learning 

English at the specialized English courses does not mean the learners have not had English at 

school for many years; probably their answers indicate that they considered that this was where 

they really started learning English. 

 

Figure 5. Place where informants started learning English. 

4.1.4 Number of students who have lived in/ visited an English-speaking country 

The number of students who have traveled abroad is clearly much higher for the Swedish 

students (see Figure 6). This difference will probably increase over the years, since Swedish 

students are at a very accessible distance from many English-speaking countries and they have 

greater opportunities to visit, study or live abroad. This might serve as a great motivation for 
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Swedish students, as they are aware of the European Union and see the world from a different 

perspective than their Brazilian peers. With the European countries fairly close to Sweden, 

Swedish students have an opportunity to go abroad much more often than a young person from 

Brazil can go to United States of America, which is the closest English speaking country.  

Figure 6 also illustrates that only one and three out of 17 students from public and private 

schools in Brazil, respectively, have lived in or visited an English-speaking country, whereas 

eight of the 17 Swedish students have already had this experience. Real contact with the 

language, besides being extremely motivating for the learner, can be considered to be a great 

tool in the learning process due to the necessity to communicate and negotiate meaning. 

 

 

Figure 6. Number of Swedish and Brazilian students who have lived in/ visited an English speaking country. 

4.1.5 Students who have problems speaking in class 

Many factors can contribute to the difficulty a student has when it comes to speaking English in 

front of his/her teacher and classmates. Some students get nervous, others are stressed and/or 

shy. Some do not know what to say and/or  are not confident enough about how to say it. As can 

be seen in Figure 7, 13 Swedish students said they have no problem speaking English in class, 
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while 16 Brazilian students from the public school face problems when speaking the language in 

front of their teacher and classmates. This issue can be seen as a reflection of a lack in the 

language learning process or as one of the factors influencing it negatively. It means that if a 

student feels s/he is not prepared enough to express himself/herself in the target language it can 

be a sign that the teaching and learning process has not been effective. 

 

Figure 7. Informants who have problems speaking English in class. 

4.1.6 Students’ homework commitment 

The Brazilian students in my study have not realized the importance of doing the homework 

proposed by the teacher. As we can see in Figure 8, only four of the private school students in 

Brazil always do their homework, a number which is much higher for the public school students 

where ten out of 17 always do their English homework. When checking Sometimes the students 

could choose to explain when they did their homework, and of the thirteen private school 

students who only do their homework and tasks sometimes, seven added that do it only when 

they know they were going to be graded. 

Swedish students appear to be much more disciplined as 16 out of 17 students said they always 

do the tasks they are supposed to. This is another factor which can contribute to making EFL in 

Sweden more efficient since it means that the students are in contact with the language on more 
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occasions, doing their homework and learning the content studied in class. It is also crucial that 

the students are aware of how important doing the homework is to learn the target language. 

  

 

Figure 8. Informants’ homework assiduity  

4.2 Analysis and results of teachers’ questionnaire  

The structure of the school, the support provided by the school for the teacher, the different 

resources available, etc. can be crucial for whether the learning process is successful or not. The 

teacher has an essential role in this process and we have to reflect on it in order to detect if the 

contribution is negative or positive. The teachers are sometimes unfairly criticized as being 

responsible for their students’ failure. In this section several issues are going to be discussed, 

based on the answers provided in the teachers’ questionnaire.  

4.2.1 Age of the teachers 

Age cannot be a factor influencing the teaching in this survey, since the informants were almost 

the same age. In Figure 9 we can see that the Brazilian informants were slightly older. If the 

number of teachers who answered the questionnaire had been higher, age might have turned out 

to be important.  
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Figure 9. Informants’ age. 

4.2.2 Number of working hours/week
7
 

The number of working hours per week can certainly be an important factor when it comes to 

the teacher’s efficiency in the classroom. A full time position is 40 hours per week both in Brazil 

and Sweden, and it appears that more informants from Brazil actually had full time positions. In 

Sweden it used to be the case that teachers in years 7-9 taught 24 hours (which were usually 24 

times 40 minutes) per week, so that the remaining time was time allocated to preparations, etc. 

In Brazil, teachers who work full time (40 hours a week) have one third of the total number of 

hours as extra-classes tasks, outside the classroom. As can be seen in Figure 10, the Brazilian 

teachers who participated in the study work much more than their Swedish colleagues. Asked if 

they were satisfied with their jobs, all the Brazilian teachers affirmed that they did not earn 

enough, which is the main reason why they have to work so many hours a week. Figure 10 

shows that two of the Swedish teachers work from fivo to ten hours a week and three work from 

10 to 20 hours a week. The picture of the Brazilian teachers’ working hours is completely 

different; only one teacher works less than 20 hours a week. The usual working time in Brazil is 

40 hours, which is the same for teachers, even if they have many extra hours at home which are 

                                                 

7
 Section 4.2.2 and 4.2.3 present a different number of informants (five) because the teachers were asked to answer 

one more time the questions discussed in these two sections, not all the informants were able to answer in a short 

time. The original answers gave ambiguous results due to the fact that in Sweden, teachers often teach one or two 

subjects in addition to teaching English. Due to the short time only five Swedish teachers were able to answer the 

two questions. To have comparable results, five Brazilian questionnaires were removed randomly. 
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not taken into account. How can a teacher have time to plan decent classes and give good 

feedback on his/her students’ assignments after working eight hours a day? The numbers 

presented in Figure 10 show that three out of five Brazilian teachers work 40 hours a week, 

which differs very much from the situation of the five Swedish teachers who participated in the 

study, none of whom work more than 20 hours a week.  

 

Figure 10. Number of teachers’ working hours per week. 

4.2.3 Number of students per teacher 

It is a fact that Brazilian teachers have many more students than their Swedish colleagues, as can 

be seen in Figure 11. These figures coupled with the working hours of the Brazilian teachers 

may be crucial in explaining the shortcomings in the teaching and learning process of English as 

a foreign language in Brazil. Two out of five Swedish teachers have about 50 students to plan 

classes for and none of the teachers in this study has more than 200 students. The average 

number of students per teacher in Brazil is higher; according to Figure 11, two out of 5 Brazilian 

teachers have between 200 and 300 students and one Brazilian teacher answered that there were 

between 300 and 400 students to think about while planning lessons. Most classes today in 

Sweden and in Brazilian private schools have 25-30 students. Brazilian public schools have an 

average of 35-40 students in class. 

In Brazil, students consider a good teacher to be not the one who just explains well and provides 

interesting texts and tasks, but also the one who has a good relationship with their students, 

knowing all of them by name, and being familiar with their needs and preferences. The 
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relationship between students and teachers is very important and it helps to motivate students 

when they feel the teacher cares about them. It becomes really complicated to get to know 400 

different students when working 40 hours a week.  

 

Figure 10. Number of teachers’ working hours per week. 

4.2.3 Number of students per teacher 

It is a fact that Brazilian teachers have many more students than their Swedish colleagues, as can 

be seen in Figure 11. These figures coupled with the working hours of the Brazilian teachers 

may be crucial in explaining the deficiencies in the teaching and learning process of English as a 

foreign language in Brazil. Two out of five Swedish teachers have about 50 students to plan 

classes for and any of the teachers in this study have more than 200 students. The average of 

students per teacher in Brazil is presented to be higher, according to Figure 11 that two out of 5 

Brazilian teachers have between 200 and 300 students and one Brazilian teacher answered to 

have between 300 and 400 students to think about while planning lessons. Most classes today in 

Sweden and in Brazilian private schools have 25-30 students. Brazilian public schools have an 

average of 35-40 students in class. 

In Brazil, students consider a good teacher to be not the one who just explains well and provides 

interesting texts and tasks, but also the one who has a good relationship with their students, 

knowing all of them by name, and being familiar with their needs and preferences. The 

relationship between students and teachers is very important and it helps to motivate students 
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when they feel the teacher cares about them. It becomes really complicated to get to know 400 

different students when working 40 hours a week.  

 

Figure 11. Number of students per teacher. 

4.2.4 Lesson planning 

As can be seen in Figure 12, Swedish teachers do not base their classes on the teacher’s guide 

book; they always include their own thoughts in the lesson plan, shaping the lesson according to 

their students’ needs, and to what interests them most. It is the task of the teacher to make the 

foreign language more real and accessible to the students. Two of ten Brazilian teachers 

indicated in their answers that they base their lesson plans only on the teacher’s guide book. 

Figure 12 also shows that the majority of the teachers in both countries base their lesson plans on 

the teacher’s guide combined with their ideas, which probably makes the class more accessible 

to their students. 



25 

 

 

Figure 12. Base for teachers’ lesson planning. 

4.2.5 Resources available in the classroom 

As can be seen in Figure 13, Swedish teachers have many more resources available in the 

classroom as additional tools to make the class more interesting. The resources available in the 

classroom can improve the quality of the tasks; e.g., using a CD player for a listening task will 

give students an opportunity to listen to English speech. 

 

Figure 13. Resources available in the classroom of the informants. 
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4.2.6 Teacher’s educational background 

Although the educational system in Sweden and in Brazil is different, it is clear that Swedish 

teachers are better qualified to teach English. As can be seen in Figure 14, only five of the ten 

Brazilian teachers had a university degree, which means that they have attended five years of a 

programme focused on English teaching, including courses in linguistics, literature and didatics. 

All the Swedish informants had university degrees (some of them pointed out that they had 

graduated in Education, and had not studied English as a subject). Swedish teachers qualified to 

be English teachers usually do two or three semesters of English at the university. Four out of 

ten Brazilian teachers had only English courses (English specialized courses) as a base for their 

English knowledge. 

 

Figure 14. Informants’ previous studies to become an English teacher. 

4.2.7 Topics covered in teacher education 

An English teacher should have a good knowledge of all the areas of the language, as well as of 

how to reach the student with the best methods and lesson plan. According to my survey, the 

majority of Brazilian teachers have no background in linguistics and phonetics. As can be seen 

in Figure 16, Swedish teachers got better results than their Brazilian colleagues on all counts; 

only one teacher points out that s/he has not studied areas which involve teaching and didactics. 

Only two Brazilian teachers answered that they have studied linguistics, seen here as a complete 

study of all its sub-fields. But all ten informants answered that they have studied grammar, 

which could be classified as syntax, a sub-field of linguistics. This data is directly related to the 
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study mentioned in the background (p. 10) in which Neves (2002) found that the total of 170 of 

the interviewed Brazilian teachers confirmed that they teach mainly grammar. This is due to the 

fact that it is the area that the teachers have the most knowledge in. The Brazilian teachers’ lack 

of training and general knowledge in English can be seen as one of the main reasons for their 

students’ learning difficulties.    

 

Figure 16. Areas which the informants have studied in teacher education. 

4.2.8 Textbook decision 

A question on textbooks was included to check if the teachers had the authority to choose a 

textbook which suited their approach and teaching method. According to Figure 15, the 

alternative that most of the Brazilian and Swedish teachers selected was English teachers at my 

school, which means that they have to agree what is the best textbook to work with, not taking 

into account the different profiles of the classes. Swedish teachers have more authority choosing 

the textbook by themselves, which can be see in Figure 15. Four out of ten Swedish teachers said 

they can choose the textbook they are going to work with, while only two Brazilian teachers 

answered the same. 

Another interesting point is the fact that these two Brazilian teachers pointed out that there was 

no textbook available. Some teachers make a conscious choice not to use the textbook because 

they believe that the book is not a good tool. But as pointed out, for these two teachers, this is 

not the case. They work in public schools and their students would have to purchase the books 

by themselves, but do not have financial means for that, which precluded it. 
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Figure 15. Textbook decision. 

4.2.9 Number of teachers who have lived in/visited an English speaking country 

As commented on in the students’ results, it is difficult for people in Brazil to travel to English-

speaking countries. In Figure 16 we can see that six Brazilian teachers have never been in an 

English-speaking country, and only one has been abroad more than once. Swedish teachers 

present a different picture, as expected. All of them have lived in or visited an English-speaking 

country at least once.  

 

Figure 16. Number of teachers who have lived in/visited an English speaking country. 
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4.2.10 Teacher’s in-service training 

Teachers’ in-service training was evaluated in order to check if the schools or government were 

the providers of courses to keep the teachers up to date. The results show that  in both Sweden 

and Brazil there is a lack of in-service training.As can be seen in Figure 17, six Brazilian 

teachers have never had in-service training and four Swedish teachers had the same problem. 

It is important to provide in-service training for teachers so they know how to deal with new 

generations and are prepared to deal with new challenges that show up everyday inside a 

classroom. The courses are also important as an opportunity to reflect on the language and the 

teaching methods. It is something to be worked on in both countries. 

 

  

Figure 17. Informants’ frequency of in-service training. 

5 Conclusion  

I believe one of the biggest challenges for Brazilian learners and teachers is the commitment to 

and awareness of the importance of learning. Of course several social aspects have to be taken 

into account when judging the educational situation of a nation, but teaching has to be prioritized 

as students constitute the future of any nation. Learning English and any other subject is a 

priority and has to be taken seriously. In Brazil, the most pressing issue appears to be improving 
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teacher education in English, something which will itself improve the teaching situation, 

something which will motivate the students and develop the teaching and learning level. 

The second point to focus on is the students’ responsibility. The students have to be aware of 

their roles in the learning process and have to take their tasks as seriously as the teacher. 

Students who think they only need to attend school, sit in their chairs and listen to the teacher 

without making an effort are not going to learn effectively. The teacher has to show them how it 

should work and explain to the students that they (i.e. the teachers) are the moderators, and that 

they are there to provide the tools and help them, but is the students who has to do the work, and 

not the teacher. They have to know their responsibilities and take the homework seriously.  

After analyzing teacher’s reality in Brazil, it seems clear that the ineffective learning process is 

result of a cycle. This cycle begins with all the social aspects of an under-developed country, in 

which education is not the main priority. Financial instability and inequality in Brazil is reflected 

in very low and unfair salaries for teachers, who end up working too many hours in order to 

survive. Teachers are not required a high level of knowledge in what they are teaching, provided 

that they are there. How can teachers be motivated to teach and students motivated to learn? 

It seems hard to establish reasons why Sweden the teaching of English as a foreign language in 

Sweden is so much more effective. A number of reasons can be listed: teachers’ working 

conditions (including: salary, working hours, structure of the school, support by the government 

and school board, etc.); educational system (a high educational level of teachers resulting in a 

good education for students); visits to English-speaking countries (the possibility to be in contact 

with the language works as motivation); students’ awareness of the importance of education. 

Some teachers in Brazil still dream about changing the picture of education and being effective 

doing what they are supposed to do, teach. But how can a single teacher change the situation? 

The purpose of this study was to find out what could be changed in class by taking as an 

example Sweden, but it seems that the problems depend on many more things than only the 

teacher. The problem needs to be solved in parallel by the government, teachers and students. 

Some teachers pointed out that they think it is still worthwhile to be a teacher, despite the low 

salaries and long working hours; because they feel rewarded when meeting successful ex-

students who thank them for everything they have learned, which makes the difference in their 

lives. 
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Brazilian language teaching has many problems, but we can still find many teachers moved by 

the passion for what they do, willing to do anything for their students’ learning. For a further 

study it would be interesting to find out what Brazilian teachers could do in the classroom to 

change the situation. Some points could be: verify the lesson plan; change the methods; divide 

the class in different groups according to students’ level of knowledge in English; participate in 

in-service training with other teachers; etc.  

Once, in South Africa, I read a sentence that has changed my life forever and I was sure that I 

was right choosing to be a teacher. If we want to change something, we have to do through 

education. So why  think a change in education is not possible? 

Education is the most powerful weapon which you can use to change the world. 

Nelson Mandela 
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Appendix 1. Teacher questionnaire  

 

Please answer the following questions. Check the alternatives that apply (note that it 

may be possible to check more than one alternative) and use English for the open 

questions. 

 

Sex:    Female  Male 

 

Age: – 25    26 – 35    36 – 45    46 – 55    56 – 

 

 

Number of years you have been an English teacher: _______ 

Number of years you have worked in your current school: _______ 

Number of hours you teach English per week: _______ in ______ class/es with 

approximately _______ students in total. 

 

1. Which of the following resources do you have access to in the classroom? 

(Several items may be checked.) 

a) Computer 

b) Internet 

c) Projector 

d) Cd player 

e)  Other (Please specify) ________________________ 

 

 

2. How do you plan your lessons? (Only one item may be checked.) 

a) Based on the teacher´s guide book 

b) Based on previous lessons 

c) Based on other teachers’ lesson plans 

d) Based on your own ideas 

e) Mixing the teacher´s guide book and your ideas 

f) Other:  

 

 

3. How much do you speak English in the classroom? (Only one item may be 

checked.) 

a) I speak only in English in the classroom. 

b) I only use the native language to translate when the students do not understand. 

c) Approximately ___% of the time. 

d) I translate everything I say in English into the students’ native language. 
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e) I do not speak English because some students cannot understand me. 

f) I do not speak English because I do not feel confident enough. 

g) Other:  

 

 

4. Who makes the textbook decision? (Only one item may be checked.) 

a)  The regional government 

b) The school board 

c) Other English teachers 

d) The English teachers at my school 

e)  You 

f) Other:  

 

 

5. What is your educational background?  

 

 

 

6. Check which of these areas have you studied as part of your training in 

English? (Several items may be checked.) 

a) Linguistics  

b) English grammar  

c) Phonetics 

d)  Teaching speaking and listening 

e) Teaching reading and writing  

f) Lessons planning 

g) Didactics 

h) Literature 

i) Other: 

 

 

7. Are you satisfied with your job? (Several items may be checked.) 

a) Yes,  

I feel that my work is rewarding. 

I think my salary is sufficient. 

I have support from the school I work and I feel confident when teaching. 

My teacher training prepared me well for how to teach the subject(s) and deal with 

students in the classroom. 

Other:  
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b) No,  

I do not feel my work rewarding. 

I do not think I earn enough. 

I do not have support from the school I work and I do not feel confident when 

teaching. 

 My teacher training did not prepared me well for how to teach the subject(s) and 

deal with students in the classroom. 

Other: 

 

 

8. Have you lived in/visited an English speaking country? (Only one item may 

be checked.) 

 

a) Yes, once. 

b) Yes, 2 – 5 times. 

c) Yes, more than 6 times. 

d) No, never. (Continue to question 12) 

 

 

9. For approximately how long have you lived in/ visited an English speaking 

country altogether? 

a) For _____ day (s). 

b) For_____ week (s). 

c) For _____ month (s). 

d) For _____ year (s). 

 

 

10. Do you receive in-service training from your school or government to keep 

up to date? (Only one item may be checked.) 

 Yes, on a weekly basis. 

Yes, on a monthly basis. 

Yes, every six months. 

Yes, once a year. 

No, never. 

 Other: 

 
Thank you very much for your participation.  
Please do not forget saving the questionnaire before sending it back. Please save 
the file as SwedQuest if you are a Swedish teacher and BrazQuest if you are a 

Brazilian teacher.              
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Appendix 2. Student questionnaire 

 

Please answer the following questions. Check the alternatives that apply (note that it is 

usually possible to check more than one alternative) and use English for the open 

questions.  

 

 

1)  Where did you first come in contact with English? (Several items may be 

checked.)  

 

a) TV            b) Computer     c) Family, relative or friends    

d)  Teachers  e) Textbooks     f)  Children books     

g) Other (Please specify) ______________________ 

 

 

2) How old were you when you had your first contact with English? _____ 

 

 

3) Where did you start learning English? 

 

a) At home c)  Specialized English course 

b) At school d) Other _____________________ 

 

 

4) How old were you when you started learning English at school? _____ 

 

 

5) Have you lived in/visited an English speaking country? (Only one item may 

be checked.) 

 

a) Yes, once. 

b) Yes, 2 – 5 times. 

c) Yes, more than 6 times. 

d) No, never. (Continue to question 12) 

 

6) For approximately how long have you lived in/ visited an English speaking 

country altogether? 

a) For _____ day (s). 

b) For_____ week (s). 

c) For _____ month (s).  

d) For _____ year (s). 
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7) Do you feel you have problems when speaking in English? 

a) Yes,  b) No (Go to question 9) 

 

If yes, which of the following problems (if any) do you have when you speak 

English in the classroom? (Several boxes may be checked.) 

  

a)  I feel nervous when speaking. 

b)  I feel embarrassed when speaking. 

c)  I feel tense when speaking. 

d)  I feel no interest in speaking. 

e)  I feel weird when speaking. 

f)  I am not confident when speaking.    

g)  I am afraid of being laughed at.  

h)  I am afraid of making mistakes. 

i)  I am afraid I will be misunderstood. 

j)  I am afraid I will not understand what the person replies. 

 

 

8) What is your motivation for learning English? (Several items may be 

checked) 

 

a) It is one of the most important languages and I can use it everyday. 

b) I want to travel and maybe someday live in an English-speaking country. 

c) It is very helpful for my personal development. 

d) It may be useful for finding future employment. 

e) I want to get good grades. 

f) Pressure from people around me, e.g. my parents, my friends and so on. 

g) It is a compulsory subject in school. 

 

 

9) How do you feel about speaking English in the classroom? 

 

a) I like it    b) I don’t mind  

c) I prefer not to   d) I dislike it 

 

and / but 

 

a) I always try to do it    b) I always try to avoid it 

 

Because ___________________________________________________________ 

__________________________________________________________________. 
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10) Do you feel comfortable asking someone for help when you are uncertain 

about how to express something in English? 

 

a) Yes, I ask my teacher for help. 

b) Yes, I ask my classmates for help. 

c) No, I look it up in the dictionary or grammar book. 

d) No, I do not do anything. 

 

 

11) Do you enjoy your English classes? (Just one item may be checked) 

 

a)  I love it. 

b)  I like it. 

c)  Sometimes I enjoy some activities. 

d)  I don’t like it. 

e)  I hate it. 

 

Why? _________________________________________________________________ 

_______________________________________________________________________ 

 

 

12) Do you usually do your English homework that you are supposed to? 

 

a) Always. 

b) Sometimes. 

c) Never. 

d) Other: ____________________________________________________________ 

 

 

13) Do you think you are good at English? 

 

a) Yes, I am good and I can easily communicate (orally or in spelling) in English. 

b) Yes, I am good but I am not confident when speaking (or writing) in English. 

c) No, I do not think I am good. 

 

 

 

    Thank you for your participation! 

 

 


