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ABSTRACT
The main objective of this study was to survey a population aged 22
to 55 years from the Valencian Autonomous Community in Spain
(n=72, current or former users of the national education system)
about their experiences and opinions surrounding English as a For-
eign Language (EFL) in the context of lifelong learning. In addition,
qualitative data were collected from participants on their prefer-
ences regarding EFL for the second and third terms of the 2021-2022
academic year (n=7), taking into account the changes in teaching
methods caused by the pandemic. The study applied a mixed design,
first gathering numerical data and then complementing these with
narrative data analysed on a semantic scale. The results show that
the new non-formal EFL course requirements present challenges re-
lated to the transition from fixed-syllabus textbooks to tailor-made
courses where students (as indicated by 69,4% of respondents) can
determine the subject matter and the percentage distribution of the
components of their language courses.

CCS CONCEPTS
• Social and professional topics→ Professional topics; Comput-
ing education; •General and reference→ Cross-computing tools
and techniques; Empirical studies.
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1 INTRODUCTION
The purpose of education systems is to impart formal training (FT)
that is assessed by the formal criteria established by countries’
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educational standards [1]. Non-formal training runs parallel to
the formal system but allows students more freedom to determine
elements such as the subject matter of a course, the stage in their
lives in which they prefer to take that course, the course’s duration,
the intensity of its schedule, the course material, and in some cases
even the teaching staff. While generally formal education is rigidly
structured, non-formal training is usually more student-centred and
more flexible. The global objectives of the strategic framework for
European cooperation in education and training (ET 2020) include
the expanding of the connections between formal and non-formal
education, and between in-person and distance learning, while also
modernising education through the use of new technologies [2].
Lifelong learning requires dialogue, cooperation, and the setting of
global standards [3] that are adapted for regional and national use.
This study is about the learning of English as a foreign language
as part of continuing education in the context of the Valencian
Community (Spain). The digital era started to change curriculum-
design methods by incorporating digital technologies (smartphones,
tablets, interactive whiteboards, etc.) into the classroom [4], [5].
During the covid-related pandemic their popularity rose thanks
to the flexibility and ease with which they can be updated and
to their lower price in comparison with traditional book-based
materials. As mentioned by different researchers, the spread of
technology and gadgets extended its impact on education, work
and social interactions [5]-[7], thus setting the stage for possible
syllabi updates in non-formal EFL for the second and third terms
of 2022.

1.1 Regulatory framework and objectives
Spain follows the guidelines of the Common European Framework
of Reference for Languages (CEFR) set by the Council of Europe for
the assessment of language competences and the distribution of the
levels (A, B and C) and sublevels (A1, A2, B1, B2, C1 and C2). This
system is regulated at the national level by Royal Decree 1041/2017,
of 22 December 2017, which sets the minimum requirements for
certification (B2 level) and establishes the basic curriculum of spe-
cial language learning [8] governed by Organic Law 2/2006, of 3
March 2006, on Education [9]. At the autonomous-community level
there is Decree 61/2013, of 17 May 2013, of the Valencian regional
government, which creates a competency-recognition system for
foreign languages and institutes the Competency Level Certification
Commission [10].

Formal training is part of the Spanish official education system
and comprises the following stages: preschool education, primary
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education, compulsory secondary education, baccalaureate, voca-
tional training, university training with official degrees, and spe-
cialised education (artistic and language). At the same time, the
non-formal training system runs parallel to the formal system and
provides certifications from universities, schools, and private study
centres that can prepare students for official exams and/or meet
students’ specific objectives.

This research was conducted in the Spanish autonomous com-
munity of Valencia. This study complies with the ET2020 criteria,
and aims to answer the following questions: Are students satis-
fied with the way English as a foreign language is taught in the
formal-education system? Do students resort to non-formal English
learning to complement compulsory education? What type of class
attendance do students prefer? What types of course and material
are they interested in? This study is aware that change is needed
not only because of administrative requirements and tendencies in
the first two trimesters of 2022, but also because of the pandemic,
which has modified the way classes are taught.

2 METHOD
This study has a mixed design. It analyses two categories of data
obtained through a combination of both quantitative and qualitative
methods:

• Questionnaires with closed- and open-ended questions were
administered to non-formal-education EFL students

• A focus-group interviewwith semi-structured questions that
sought to obtain information by promoting interaction be-
tween participants.

The first category was composed of 72 participants who all con-
sented to participate in the study and were over 18 years, residents
of the autonomous community of Valencia, and current or former
users of the Spanish education system. The participants in this cat-
egory answered the closed- and open-ended questions presented to
them in questionnaires created using the program Microsoft Forms,
a component of the Office 365 suite. Another component of this
suite, Microsoft Excel, was used to perform numerical calculations,
classify the qualitative data by category, and make graphical pre-
sentations. The second category was composed of seven people
who participated through the online platform Zoom. All consented
to participate in this study and to have their participations recorded
and transcribed by the session moderator. It was agreed that no
personal details, video clips or still images from said clips would be
disclosed or released.

2.1 Quantitative and qualitative findings
The first sample consisted of 72 participants (N = 72): 31 men
(43.1%) and 41 women (56.9%) with an average age of 34.8 years
and a standard deviation of 2.27. They all reported being Spanish or
Valencian native speakers and having studied EFL at different stages
in their formal or non-formal education. To be precise, 88.9% had
studied English in secondary education, 69.4% in university, and
63.9% with private teachers. Only 26.4% of the sample had received
EFL training through their employers, and almost a third (29.6%)
had taken EFL courses in an English-speaking country, generally
short courses lasting less than a month (66.7%). The most widely
held upper academic level was a master’s degree (43,8%), followed

by a university degree (37%). More than half of the participants were
working full-time (51.4%), with the rest either being unemployed
job seekers (19.4%) or part-time workers (15.3%), (Appendix 1). The
participants’ levels of English proficiency were almost equally B1
(36.6%) and B2 (38%), with an additional 16.9% of advanced levels.
The most common official certifications among participants were
the Escuela Oficial de Idiomas (Official Language School) (30.6%) and
Cambridge ESOL (22.4%), with the Trinity ISE (14.3%) and ACLES
(10.2%) tests bringing up the rear (Appendix 2). The preferred mode
of class attendance was in-person (68.9%), combined with computer-
and cell-phone-based didactic resources (Figure 1). Students also
tended to choose courses that were tailor-made to match their
personal interests and that used a combination of digital and paper-
based learning materials as opposed to fixed-syllabus textbooks
(Figure 2).

The second data set in this study was obtained through an online
group interview with the second group of participants (N = 7), who
shared their opinions, first about the type of course they would be
interested in for the second and third trimesters of the 2021–2022
academic year and, second, about their preferred percentage distri-
bution of the reading, writing, listening, and speaking components
(Table 1).

3 DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION
The results obtained show that formal education does not meet stu-
dents’ EFL needs (Appendix 2), leading them to turn to non-formal
training. It needs to be stressed that the majority of participants
possess the minimum level required by current regulations but still
continue to study. EFL teachers must consider students’ predilec-
tion for tailor-made courses and in-person learning. The pandemic
situation and EFL teachers’ growing use of online training should
lead to increased interest in renewing curricula in such a way that
both students and teachers find them appealing. This study has
gathered data in order to make didactic innovations in post-covid
non-formal education a policy objective.

The students in this study were interested in such varied top-
ics (Table 1) as sport, art, music, viticulture, literature, graphic
novels, and video games, among others (kitchen recipes, specific
job-related vocabulary, board-game language, role play, etc.). These
topics could be used to experiment with new ways of preparing
courses and holding classes, both from students’ and teachers’ per-
spectives. The students from the focus group confirmed that they
were flexible about the curriculum and were willing to, for example,
let all students in group classes choose an equal number of topics of
interest. All participants were excited about the idea of being able
to participate in assigning course topics, describing this possibility
as “very important”, “quite important”, “rather important”, “highly
important”, “necessary”, and “better”, among others.

One noteworthy finding was that a considerable percentage of
the students considered speaking skills a priority (between 40%
and 80%), assigning less importance to listening (between 5% and
30%), writing (5% and 20%) and reading skills (5% and 20%). The
justification they provided for their preference was that speaking
is the most active of the four skills and also the one that received
the least attention in formal high-school and university education.
Because of the limited sample size, quantitative conclusions could



Confronting challenges of non-formal education ICBDE’22, February 26–28, 2022, Shanghai, China

Table 1: Qualitative findings grouped into categories

Category 1: percentage distribution among CEFR framework components (reading, writing, listening, and speaking) on a scale from 0 to
100. Category 2: type of syllabus. How important is it for you to be able to choose a list of topics for a syllabus? Category 3: post-covid
perspective. Guidelines for efficient teaching/learning process based on personal opinions.
Students’ non-identifying data and transcribed notes. The language has been improved for this paper.
St_1. Gender: woman. Age: 42. Profession: accountant. Currently studying English: one-to-one in a language school. Current level: B2.
Official certificate: B2 (EOI) obtained in 2016. Objectives of studying English: “maintaining level and improving speaking skills”. Personal
explanation: “I enjoy studying English. It is my way of switching off. It´s a hobby.” Preferred distribution of CEFR framework components
in class: 50% speaking, 30% listening, 10% reading, and 10% writing. Type of syllabus: “It is highly important for me to participate in
setting the objectives. I want to form part of the whole process and to suggest my topics of interest (biographies of famous people,
modern short stories, recipes in English, and viticulture) or the topics that I may need for work (specific vocabulary for my routine at
work)”. “I am not into technology, but I enjoyed my online classes during the lockdown. I needed to get accustomed. If I can choose, I still
prefer traditional, in-person learning, but the use of some technology (Kahoot on a mobile phone, quizzes, and games) can be quite fun.”
St_2. Gender: man. Age: 24. Profession: unemployed. Currently studying English: in a group in a language school. Current level: B2+.
Official certificate: no. Objectives of studying English: “obtaining GESE 10 from Trinity”. Personal explanation: “I studied management at
university, and I guess that I will need to speak at least one foreign language in a good job.” “I would like to work in a multinational
company in Valencia, somewhere in Spain (in Madrid or Barcelona) or abroad, preferably in the UK (could be Birmingham) or in Italy (I
can speak some Italian).” Preferred distribution of CEFR framework components in class: 70% speaking, 5% listening, 5% reading and 20%
writing. Explanation: “I listen to songs in English at home and watch all the movies in original version. I think I don´t need to train
listening or reading in class. Well, I could, but as part of speaking or writing activities.” Type of syllabus: “It´s rather important for me to
choose the topics. I am personally interested in talking about sports (football, tennis, and cycling. I also need specific preparation for the
GESE exam.” “I am OK with the use of new technologies in class. No problem. My main preference is a traditional classroom with more
peers.”
St_3. Gender: woman. Age: 31. Profession: receptionist in a transport company. Currently studying English: in a group in a language
school. Current level: B1. Official certificate: PET (Cambridge) obtained in 2019. Objectives of studying English: “I want to obtain the FCE
and have more employment possibilities just in case.” Personal explanation: “I currently don´t use any English at work, but I may need it
in the future. Preferred distribution of CEFR framework components in class: 40% speaking, 30% listening, 15% reading, and 15% writing.
Type of syllabus: “It is very important to choose the topics to feel motivated. I enjoy playing board games in my free time. Would be
interesting to be able to do the same in English. I also need to get prepared for the B2 (FCE), but I am not in a hurry.” “I am also interested
in such specific topics as ‘going to the hairdresser’s’ or ‘beauty centre’. They are never part of the typical students´ books.” “I use a
computer every day at work. In my free time I use my mobile phone. In class I am fine with technology or games, but probably not too
much. Role play and dialogues would be great in class.”
St_4. Gender: woman. Age: 27. Profession: unemployed. Currently studying English: in a group in a language school. Current level: B1.
Official certificate: yes, B1 from EOI. Objectives of studying English: “I want to find a job as a nursery teacher.” Personal explanation: “I
want to be able to speak fluently in English, to know how to play games in class, and to give instructions in English.” Preferred
distribution of CEFR framework components in class: 50% speaking, 20% listening, 10% reading, and 20% writing. Type of syllabus: “It is
better to be able to select interesting or necessary topics for a course.” “I am interested in retelling and discussing fairy tales in English,
training some nursery rhymes, and singing children’s songs. Such topics cannot be found in students´ books.” “I frequently use my mobile
phone. In class I am fine with technological or technology-free games (guessing games, pelmanism, picture descriptions, monologues,
etc.). Training a theatre play would be very helpful for me.”
St_5. Gender: man. Age: 25. Profession: waiter. Currently studying English: in a group in a language school. Current level: B1. Official
certificate: no. Objectives of studying English: “I want to find a job in a hotel or in a pub.” Personal explanation: “I want to be able to speak
better in English, to explain menus, and to give directions when I am asked to.” Preferred distribution of CEFR framework components in
class: 60% speaking, 30% listening, 5% reading, and 5% writing. Type of syllabus: “It is great to be able to choose topics.” “I am interested in
everything related with catering, my job, tourism, and football.” “In in-person classes I prefer not to use too much technology. In online
classes it´s impossible to avoid. My preference is traditional classes in a friendly environment.”
St_6. Gender: man. Age: 21. Profession: student (specialisation: architecture). Currently studying English: in a group in a language school.
Current level: B2. Official certificate: no. Objectives of studying English: “Just my personal interest, for travel and for career opportunities
in the future.” Preferred distribution of CEFR framework components in class: 40% speaking, 20% listening, 20% reading, and 20% writing.
Type of syllabus: “It is rather important to set the topics.” “I am interested in video games and graphic novels. Would be nice to do
something related to those in the classroom.” “I don´t really like online classes because I want some social activity, and doing a class
online is a bit boring. At least from my experience.”
St_7. Gender: woman. Age: 37. Profession: teacher (specialisation: engineering). Currently studying English: in a group in a language
school. Current level: B2. Official certificate: yes, B2 (FCE from Cambridge) in 2014. Objectives of studying English: “Travelling and
personal interest.” Preferred distribution of CEFR framework components in class: 80% speaking, 10% listening, 5% reading, and 5%
writing. Type of syllabus: “It is necessary to be able to negotiate the course contents to maintain interest.” “In my free time I like reading,
sometimes in English (historical novels and theatre plays). I also like wine, and I always visit wineries and breweries when I go abroad. I
visit museums and art galleries, too. Would be nice to do something related to all that in class.” “I love speaking in English. I prefer
in-person classes, because it is easier to understand the teacher and the classmates. The quality of the sound is always better in a
traditional classroom.”
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Figure 1: Preferences for learning mode

Figure 2: Syllabus preference

not be drawn, but some tendencies were observed that teachers
should take into account at the beginning of every new term in order
to motivate their students and make their classes more entertaining.
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Native language Frequency Percent Valid Percent Cumulative Percent
Valid Spanish 54 75,0 75,0 75,0

Valencian (local language in
the Autonomous Community
of Valencia)

18 25,0 25,0 100,0

Total 72 100,0 100,0
Birth rates Frequency Percent Valid Percent Cumulative Percent
Valid Between 1965 and 1980 22 30,6 30,6 30,6

Between 1981 and 1996 31 43,1 43,1 73,6
Between 1995 and 2000 17 23,6 23,6 97,2
Other 2 2,8 2,8 100,0
Total 72 100,0 100,0

Education Frequency Percent Valid Percent Cumulative Percent

Valid
No formal education 1 1,4 1,4 1,4
High school 1 1,4 1,4 2,8
Vocational training 6 8,2 8,3 11,1
Bachelor´s Degree 27 37,0 37,5 48,6
Master´s Degree 32 43,8 44,4 93,1
Doctorate / Ph. D. 5 6,8 6,9 100,0
Total 72 98,6 100,0

Employment Frequency Percent Valid Percent Cumulative Percent

Valid Full time employment 37 51,4 51,4 51,4
Other 1 1,4 1,4 52,8
Part-time employment 11 15,3 15,3 68,1
Retired 1 1,4 1,4 69,4
Student 6 8,3 8,3 77,8
Unemployed (looking for
work)

14 19,4 19,4 97,2

Unemployed (not looking for
work)

2 2,8 2,8 100,0

Total 72 100,0 100,0
APPENDIX 2: EFL- RELATED DATA

English at School Frequency Percent Valid Percent Cumulative Percent
Valid No 8 11,1 11,1 11,1

Yes 64 88,9 88,9 100,0
Total 72 100,0 100,0

English at University Frequency Percent Valid Percent Cumulative Percent

Valid No 22 30,6 30,6 30,6
Yes 50 69,4 69,4 100,0
Total 72 100,0 100,0

Private tutor Frequency Percent Valid Percent Cumulative Percent

Valid No 26 36,1 36,1 36,1
Yes 46 63,9 63,9 100,0
Total 72 100,0 100,0

Corporate training Frequency Percent Valid Percent Cumulative Percent

Valid No 53 73,6 73,6 73,6
Yes 19 26,4 26,4 100,0
Total 72 100,0 100,0

English abroad Frequency Percent Valid Percent Cumulative Percent

No 50 70,4 70,4 70,4
Yes 21 29,6 29,6 100,0
Total 71 100,0 100,0

English abroad duration Frequency Percent Valid Percent Cumulative Percent

< 1 month 14 66,7 66,7 66,7
1-3months 2 9,5 9,5 76,2
3-9 months 5 23,8 23,8 100,0
Total 21 100,0 100,0

Level of English Frequency Percent Valid Percent Cumulative Percent

Valid Basic (A1) 1 1,4 1,4 1,4
Elementary (A2) 0 0,0 0,0 1,4
Pre-Intermediate (B1) 26 36,6 36,6 38,0
Intermediate (B2) 27 38,0 38,0 76,1
Advanced (C1) 12 16,9 16,9 93,0
Proficiency (C2) 5 7,0 7,0 100,0
Total 71 100,0 100,0

English Certification Frequency Percent Valid Percent Cumulative Percent

Valid No 23 31,9 31,9 31,9
Yes 49 68,1 68,1 100,0
Total 72 100,0 100,0

Certification type Frequency Percent Valid Percent Cumulative Percent
ACLES / CertAcles 5 10,2 10,2 10,2
Cambridge ESOL 11 22,4 22,4 32,7
EOI 15 30,6 30,6 63,3
IELTS 2 4,1 4,1 67,3
Other 2 4,1 4,1 71,4
TOEFL 3 6,1 6,1 77,6
Trinity GESE 4 8,2 8,2 85,7
Trinity ISE 7 14,3 14,3 100,0
Total 49 100,0 100,0

Studying English now Frequency Percent Valid Percent Cumulative Percent

Valid No 25 34,7 34,7 34,7
Yes 47 65,3 65,3 100,0
Total 72 100,0 100,0

Mode of studying Frequency Percent Valid Percent Cumulative Percent

Valid Corporate course at the
workplace

2 2,8 2,8 2,8

Course in a language school 22 30,6 30,6 33,3
Informal learning 21 29,2 29,2 62,5
Self-study courses 16 22,2 22,2 84,7
Other 3 4,2 4,2 88,9
With a private tutor 8 11,1 11,1 100,0
Total 72 100,0 100,0
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