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Introducing pre-schoolers and first graders
to English: Pre-service teachers’ insights

This study focuses on the teaching of English as a foreign language
to very young learners aged between five and seven years. In par-
ticular, it investigates which aspects pre-service teachers identify as
challenging before and after their classroom experience as part of
their teaching-based master’s dissertation. Applying thematic analysis,
three different types of data for three pre-service teachers are exam-
ined: Firstly, their brainstorming notes written down before they start-
ed teaching, secondly their reflections on their teaching as expressed
in their master’s dissertation and thirdly their thoughts as articulated
in follow-up interviews. Findings of this small-scale study suggest that
reflection on extended classroom practice can help pre-service teach-
ers to gain a better understanding of their learners’ specific needs and
to adapt their lessons accordingly.

Keywords: pre-primary and primary EFL, teacher education, reflective
practice
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1. Introduction

According to the latest Eurydice report that covers 39 education systems
in 37 European countries, 86.1% of primary school children are taught
a foreign language (FL), with the vast majority of children learning English
in pre- and primary school in Europe (Eurydice, 2023). Foreign language
learners have also become younger, as about 66% of education systems
in Europe have lowered the starting age at which FL learning is compul-
sory (Eurydice, 2023). There is an increasing number of countries where
children start learning their first FL below the age of six to eight years,
such as Belgium, Luxembourg, Poland, Greece, Cyprus and Malta (Eurydice,
2023). Outside of Europe, a similar picture has emerged (Shin, Savi¢, Ma-
chida, 2021; Copland, Garton, Barnett, 2024). This trend has implications
for teacher education.

In Germany where this study was carried out, the nature and start
of FL teaching at primary level varies in different regions. At the time of
data collection, there were three federal states where FL learning started
in Grade 1, among them Rhineland-Palatinate (RP), which is the focus of this
paper. Here, FL sessions amount to 50 minutes a week, held by either a spe-
cialist primary EFL teacher or a generalist primary teacher. In pre-primary
settings, however, FL learning is currently not compulsory in Germany. Child-
care provision varies from one region to the next, but generally there are
kindergartens for children aged between 1 to 6 years of age, with the last
year dedicated to developing school preparedness through pre-school ac-
tivities. Although pre-school curricula do not exist, there are recommenda-
tions for developing literacy and numeracy skills, for fostering artistic, musi-
cal, fine and gross motor skills as well as for introducing children to science,
ethics and religion. With regard to literacy, FLs and intercultural awareness
are mentioned in the guidelines in RP (Ministerium fur Bildung Rheinland-
Pfalz, 2018). As part of their educational programme, early years practition-
ers, who complete a childcare course at specialised colleges, may therefore
decide to introduce four- or five-year-old children to English. Pre-service
primary school teachers (PTs) receive their teacher education at university,
separate from early years specialists. However, they are often encouraged to
spend some time in a kindergarten in order to gain some insights into what
children learn before they enter school aged five to six.

There is still insufficient knowledge about the teaching of English to
children before formal schooling (Alexiou, 2020; Mourdo, Ellis, 2020). Yet,
early FL programmes are sometimes implemented before well-designed
teacher education programmes can be established, causing considerable
challenges for the education system (Ellis, 2019). This paper aims to address
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this issue of teacher education by examining PTs’ views on challenging aspects
of teaching five- to seven-year-old FL learners before and after their teaching
experience, in order to identify how teacher educators can equip PTs with
the necessary skills to manage these.

2. Literature review: Very young FL learners and teacher education

Very young FL learners in pre-school or at the beginning of primary school
share a number of characteristics: They are not familiar with formal school-
ing, or in the case of first graders, they might not be fully accustomed
to it. Although often very interested in the written word, they have not
yet developed proficient reading and writing skills in their first language
(L1). Traditional language teacher education, however, with its focus on the
written word is unlikely to sufficiently prepare language teachers to ca-
ter for the specific needs of pre-school children or children at the begin-
ning of primary school (Mourdo, Ellis, 2020). Time and time again, it has
been pointed out that teachers working with very young FL learners need
to have the expertise to organize activities that are age-appropriate, tap
into children’s inclination for pretend play and allow for holistic learning
(Halliwell, 1992; Cameron, 2001; Edelenbos, Johnstone, Kubanek, 2006;
Enever, 2016; Read, 2016; Alexiou, 2020). An essential teacher knowledge
base (TKB) for FL teachers working in early L2 settings should therefore in-
clude early childhood teacher competences (Pérez, Robles, Soto, 2022: 46),
with sound knowledge of childhood development forming one element of
general pedagogical knowledge. In the following, key aspects of child devel-
opment will be highlighted in order to illustrate their impact on the learning
and teaching of a FL.

2.1. Teaching very young FL learners

Within the domain of early years education, Piaget’s and Vygotsky’s theories
on cognitive and social development as well as the role of imaginary play
have been influential to this day (Macblain, 2020). Even if Piaget’s theory of
cognitive development with its four clearly defined stages and age ranges
may seem somewhat “rigid” and “deterministic” nowadays (Pinter, 2017: 9),
the fact that children in the same age band share similar behaviour and
abilities is generally acknowledged within the domain of child development
research (e.g., Keenan, Evans, Crowley, 2016). Very young English learners
aged between five and seven years are mostly in the pre-operational stage
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of cognitive development, which is characterized by symbolic thinking, ego-
centrism and pretend play, with the latter being regarded as a major source
for learning within the Zone of Proximal Development (Piaget, Inhelder,
1969; Vygotsky, 1978). These characteristics distinguish five- to seven-year-
olds from slightly older primary-school learners of eight to ten years, who
are in the process of developing logical reasoning and adult-like thinking.

With regard to FL learning, this means that teachers cannot expect
pre-schoolers or first graders to analyse language yet (Pinter, 2017). There-
fore, teachers cannot fall back on the written word or a teaching style that
uses analysis of grammatical features for learners to understand underlying
structures - simply applying a “watered-down secondary syllabus” (Cameron,
2001: xiii). However, these very young learners can utilize implicit learning
similar to L1 acquisition, memorizing individual words as well as prefabri-
cated and unanalysed chunks, and using their procedural knowledge to re-
produce them (Nikolov, Mihaljevi¢ Djigunovié¢, 2023). Learners can also be
encouraged to discover patterns, such as noticing the ending —s for plural
forms (Brewster, Ellis, Girard, 2002). Teachers, on the other hand, can ad-
dress children’s attraction to imaginary play and dressing up by using sto-
ries and make-believe activities to develop their listening and speaking skills
(Halliwell, 1992).

Another issue that is relevant for teaching purposes is children’s
ability to concentrate over longer stretches of time and to follow instruc-
tions. With the start of pre-school, children are increasingly able to stay
focused for longer (Keenan, Evans, Crowley, 2016), and so may listen in-
tently for extended periods of time during story read-alouds (Mourdo, Ellis,
2020). However, there is a great change in ability to ignore off-task informa-
tion between six to 10 years of age (Keenan, Evans, Crowley, 2016), and
therefore children at the lower end of this age range may get distracted,
lose interest in school assignments or find it difficult to follow multi-step in-
structions, which teachers need to consider when designing activities (e.g.,
Shin, Savi¢, Machida, 2021).

For teaching, children’s social-emotional as well as physical behav-
iour are also relevant. When planning pair or group work, for example, it
helps to know that five-year-olds may not be able to see someone else’s
point of view, due to their egocentric world view (Piaget, 1959). When plan-
ning artwork activities, on the other hand, teachers must remember that
pre-primary children are still developing fine-motor skills, and may need sup-
port and extra time for cutting with scissors or colouring-in and drawing,
and that in general, five-year-olds are more likely to be physically very active
and unwilling to sit down for a longer stretch of time (Shin, Savié, Machida,
2021).
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2.2. Early years FL programmes

Publications on early years FL programmes highlight at least three aspects
that are instrumental for ensuring successful FL learning in early childhood.

Firstly, young children’s characteristic developmental traits mean that
a formal setting reminiscent of traditional (secondary) FL classrooms does
not provide an age-appropriate learning environment, which has impli-
cations not only for the design of activities or teaching material but also
for the physical set-up of the learning environment, which should include
toys, games, stories and picturebooks, for example (Halliwell, 1992; Brew-
ster, Ellis, Girard, 2002; Edelenbos, Johnstone, Kubanek, 2006; Mourao,
2014). The success of pre-school FL programmes, which also implies chil-
dren’s positive wellbeing, seems to be linked to the pedagogical approach.
While children have been found to show considerable levels of stress
in “lesson-like” sessions “in an unfamiliar room, with unfamiliar teachers,
in an unfamiliar language” (Thieme, et al., 2022: 339), this was not the
case when a play-based approach was used with games, songs and sto-
ries (Thieme, et al., 2022). However, when it comes to the incorporation of
play, there is an increasing tendency to restrict it to very structured ac-
tivities led by the teacher who uses play for “consolidating pre-established
academic learning outcomes” (Waddington, 2023:13) rather than provid-
ing opportunities for child-initiated play in English learning areas equipped
with materials such as picturebooks and games (Mourdo, 2014).

Secondly, strict language policies lower participation and motiva-
tion levels in children and ultimately have a negative impact on children’s
wellbeing (Thieme, et al., 2022). In a similar way, overuse of rote memoriza-
tion and overfocus on nativelike pronunciation has been linked to FL anxiety
in pre-school EFL learners (Kiaer, Morgan-Brown, Choi, 2021). A flexible lan-
guage policy that allows for switching to children’s L1 to make full use of all
available semiotic resources, alongside age-appropriate, meaning-focused,
multi-sensory and hands-on activities in an informal context, seem to be es-
sential ingredients for ensuring children’s positive wellbeing and their par-
ticipation (Kirsch, Seele, 2020; Kiaer, Morgan-Brown, Choi, 2021).

Thirdly, the rate of progress in FL learning is linked to age, which means
that younger learners take longer and educators need to adjust their expec-
tations of how quickly pre-school children can improve their FL language
skills. More time is needed for experiencing, understanding and retrieving FL
samples in a meaningful and engaging way (Nikolov, Mihaljevi¢ Djigunovic,
2023).

149



Annett Kaminski

2.3. Teacher education for early years FLT

Ideally, educators who teach English to very young children acquire the com-
bined skills of an early years’ practitioner, who has a sound understanding
of children of this age group, and of a language teacher, who is a confident
English speaker with knowledge of how a FL is acquired. These combined
skills are needed to harness young children’s age-specific abilities and be-
havioural traits for language learning, while always having the whole child
in mind (Blondin, et al., 1998; Enever, 2016; Read, 2016; Rokita-Jaskow, El-
lis, 2019; Mourado, Ellis, 2020; Pérez, Robles, Soto, 2022; Nikolov, Mihaljevic¢
Djigunovi¢, 2023). Of course, within early EFL settings, some teachers of Eng-
lish may have trained as early years’ practitioners for pre-school while others
studied EFL, maybe with the prospect of teaching upper-primary or second-
ary school children. For each of these two distinct professional pathways,
often described as non-specialist or specialist teacher respectively, various
challenges have been identified.

A degree programme in early years, for example, may not provide
sufficient language training for educators to competently and confidently
use the FL (Pérez, Robles, Soto, 2022). On the other hand, educators with
a background in EFL teaching, though more proficient users of the FL, may
lack the necessary understanding of young children’s abilities, characteristic
behaviour and specific needs (Rokita-Jaskow, Ellis, 2019). FL teachers are
often “trained to use a board and to plan their lessons around the writ-
ten word” (Mourdo, Ellis, 2020: 10), and may therefore be overly concerned
with linguistic competence while ignoring other key development areas,
such as personal, social and emotional development, problem solving, rea-
soning and numeracy, knowledge and understanding of the world, as well
as physical and creative development. Building a culture of cooperation be-
tween specialist EFL teachers and non-specialist EFL early years practitio-
ners has been proposed as a promising solution to this problem (Alexiou,
2020).

Moreover, if teacher education programmes (TEP) do not allow PTs
to gain extensive teaching experience, they will lack the opportunity to
develop basic teaching routines or skills to manage unforeseen situations
(Griffiths, 2023). Degree schemes need to prepare PTs for real classroom sit-
uations that are both dynamic and complex. By synthesizing what is some-
times seen as opposites, namely the theory and the practice of teaching
FLs through reflection and extended classroom experience, PTs are more
likely to acquire the necessary skills to handle critical incidents (Ur, 2019;
Griffiths, 2023).
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3. The study
3.1. Research aims and questions

This paper sets out to explore the following questions:

1. What aspects do PTs identify as challenging in the teaching of Eng-
lish to pre-primary or primary learners in Grade 1 before and af-
ter their teaching-based dissertation?

2. In which way do PTs’ expectations differ from their reflections on ac-
tual classroom experience?

3.2. Context

In Rhineland-Palatinate, pre-service teachers who complete their pre-service
teacher education programme (TEP) in order to teach children aged be-
tween five and ten years of age, start taking pedagogic classes with a focus
on this age range in their third year of the bachelor phase, after two years
of studying two major subjects, such as German and arts, and also attending
general pedagogic courses. In the third and final year of the bachelor phase,
PTs who did not study English as their major subject attend one language
and one phonetics class respectively. On successful completion of the bache-
lor phase, PTs enter the master phase, which spans two semesters at univer-
sity and comprises classes on didactics in the various subject areas, including
EFL. As part of the EFL module in the master phase, which is offered to both
generalist as well as specialist EFL students, PTs take one lecture on teach-
ing English to young learners (TEYL) and one seminar with a special focus
on either using children’s literature, or cultural aspects in TEYL. Both are
taught in 90-minute weekly sessions over one semester, which is 14 weeks
long. Pre-service teachers learn about L1 and L2 acquisition, about young
learners’ characteristics and the importance of a holistic and multi-sensory
learning environment. They get to know various teaching methods and tech-
niques, such as Total Physical Response, and are introduced to good prac-
tice principles, such as the use of age-appropriate materials and activities,
including stories, songs and games. In their seminar, a simulation exercise is
used to encourage pre-service teachers to apply their knowledge about TEYL.
In groups, they design a whole unit of about five sessions around a topic
of their choice. They search for and create their own teaching material and
then teach a mini demo lesson to their peers, which is followed by feedback
from their fellow students, as well as their teacher educator. The teaching of
this demo lesson is a requirement to register for the exam.
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Some PTs decide to write their master dissertation on early EFL, which
is teaching-based and involves spending a period of four to five weeks
in a primary school, or a pre-school setting. Pre-service teachers observe
a learner group before they plan and teach a unit that comprises 10 English
sessions, for example around a picturebook, or songs. In line with recom-
mendations for Practitioner Research, they keep a teaching diary, a record of
learners’ progress and, if possible, also record classroom discourse in order to
reflect on their experience (Burns, 2010; Farrell, 2018). Pre-service teach-
ers are also encouraged to take notes on discussions with the class teacher,
who observes their lessons and provides feedback for reflection. The idea
is to make PTs aware of the use of several data sources for data-led reflec-
tion — covering written and spoken, as well as individual and collaborative
accounts of reflection (Walsh, Mann, 2015). As part of the supervision pro-
cess, PTs complete a brainstorming activity before their teaching and talk
about their insights afterwards.

3.3. Participants

This study focuses on three PTs on the primary TEP who decided either to
work in a pre-school or a primary EFL setting. Since pre-service teachers tend
to be allocated to slightly older learners in primary school and rarely choose to
teach in a pre-primary context, there is little data on this age group. All three
PTs conducted their EFL teaching between spring 2020 and autumn 2022,
with two of them being affected by the pandemic - hence the small class
size for two of the groups and lower number of lessons (Table 1). One PT
worked at pre-school level, the other two in a Grade 1 group. Learners were
between five to seven years old. The PTs used a variety of activities to of-
fer a holistic learning experience to their learners. Two PTs focused on songs
and incorporated artwork and games. One PT designed an EFL unit around
a picturebook, including a drama activity, a science experiment and artwork.

Table 1. Pre-service teachers, their learners, teaching material (own study)

PT1 PT2 PT3
EFL context Pre-school Year 1 Year 1
No of sessions 10 10 5
Age of learners (yrs) 5-6 6-7 6-7
No of YLs (male/fe- 4 (4/0) 21 (9/12) 4(2/2)
male)
Time of teaching April-May 2021 Nov.-Dec. 2022 May 2020
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Table 1 - cont.
PT1 PT2 PT3
YLs’ prior EFL experi- none none 7 months, 50 mins/
ence week
Main material songs songs picturebook
Activities Imaginary journey to | Singing Shared read-aloud
London Artwork Artwork
Talking to class Making music Science experiment
mascot Games Drama
Singing
Games

3.4. Instruments

Pre-service teachers’ brainstorming documents, their written reflections as
well as full transcripts of their audio-recorded follow-up interviews were
analysed using guidelines for reflexive thematic analysis (Braun, Clarke,
2022). In particular, these three types of data were screened for remarks
on critical or unexpected incidents. Extracts from all three sources of data
were collected in one document. Then, these extracts were searched for sim-
ilar wording in PTs’ comments across the different data sources in order to
generate themes.

3.5. Procedures

Three different types of data were analysed for every PT to allow for trian-
gulation: their brainstorming notes before teaching, their written reflections
on their teaching practice and audio-recordings of follow-up interviews. Nei-
ther the brainstorming document nor the follow-up interviews were part of
the assessment and were used to counterbalance any potential bias in the
written reflections from the PTs’ master dissertations.

As part of the brainstorming activity, PTs were prompted to write
down what experience they expected to gain, which aspects they felt pre-
pared or ill-prepared for, their thoughts on keeping a teaching diary, and
which challenges they expected with regard to teaching and academic writ-
ing (Appendix). Not included in this analysis are any problems related to
the COVID-19 pandemic that they anticipated. For the second data source,
PTs” written reflections taken from their master’s dissertation provided data
on PTs’ analysis of their own teaching. These reflections were based on the
teaching diary that PTs kept and on the analyses of their learners’ work,
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as well as of recorded classroom discourse — normally three to four short
stretches of approximately 10 minutes. The third type of data, follow-up in-
terviews, which lasted between 18 to 24 minutes, were collected during the
feedback session after completion and assessment of their master’s disserta-
tion, about five months after the teaching experience. They offered an op-
portunity for each PT to revisit and elaborate on their initial thoughts from
the brainstorming exercise and to discuss their insights with the researcher —
continuing the process of reflection through a collaborative and dialogic ap-
proach (Walsh, Mann, 2015). Non-directive in nature, interviewer guidance
was minimal in order to counteract asymmetrical power distribution, and to
elicit extended answers that would provide a rich data source (Mishler, 1986;
Doérnyei, 2007).

3.6. Findings

Based on the first data source, three themes could be generated (Table
2). In their brainstorming documents, all three PTs referred to aspects of
lesson planning, which were closely linked to anticipating learner behav-
iour. They expressed concern that their lesson plan might not be adequate
in terms of time allocated to activities (PT1) or of arranging content (PT3) due
to a lack of understanding of what their young learners can or cannot do
(PT1). There was also some insecurity about how to respond if their les-
son did not work according to plan (PT2). All of them also referred to real
classroom experience and adequate response, noting that they fell ill-pre-
pared in that respect and hoped to “experience teaching first-hand” (PT3),
to learn how to respond flexibly in unexpected situations (PT1), and how to
deal with young learners who show frustration (PT2). Two pre-service teach-
ers (PT1 and PT3) also mentioned their research skills and their role as
a teacher as potential areas for improvement.

Table 2. Brainstorming before teaching (own study)

Themes Examples of PTs’ brainstorming notes, my translation
Lesson planning & antici- I am hoping to learn from my mistakes with lesson planning [...]
pating YL behaviour the challenge might be that my lesson plan is either too short

or too long and | cannot anticipate what children can do. PT1

| hope to learn more about what is important for lesson plan-
ning [...] What do | do if my lesson does not go according to
plan? [...] it might be a challenge if the lesson does not go as
| anticipated. PT2
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Table 2 — cont.

Themes Examples of PTs’ brainstorming notes, my translation

Hopefully, | can gain more experience of how to design lessons
and adapt them throughout a unit [...] There was no prop-
er preparation with regard to planning lessons, arranging con-
tent and adjusting to learners. PT3

Real classroom experience | My hope is to learn how to respond spontaneously and flexibly
& adequate response in unexpected situations [...] What do | do if a child has a medi-
cal emergency? [...] What do | do if | suspect that the child is
being abused? PT1

| hope to learn how | can deal with YLs’ frustration. And how to
optimize my teaching [...] It might be a challenge when chil-
dren are distracted by a learner acting like a clown. PT2

| am looking forward to the opportunity to try out teaching
techniques [...] and in general, | hope for more practical experi-
ence, meaning experiencing teaching first-hand [...] PT3

Reflection & analysis of Using a diary, you can be honest, since nobody else will read it,
own teaching and when you write it down immediately after teaching, you
can keep something that you might forget otherwise [...] The
challenge will be: How do | articulate my insights in an aca-
demic way? PT1

| can get to know myself in the role of a teacher and
| can learn to reflect on my teaching [...] The teaching diary
can help to collect thoughts in a structured way and [...] to
identify strengths and weaknesses [...]. PT3

On the basis of the second type of data, PTs’ written reflections, three
themes could be generated (Table 3), two of which had already been identi-
fied in the brainstorming documents and will be highlighted in the following.
With regard to lesson planning and anticipating learner behaviour, PTs’ com-
ments indicate that they either expected too little or too much, about which
they often expressed surprise. On the one hand, PTs did not expect YLs to be
able to recognize English (PT1), to imitate the teacher so quickly (PT2), or to
make observations about language and the world (PT3). On the other hand,
PTs seemed to think that their learners should be able to do more, for ex-
ample when YLs were expected to coordinate several things at the same
time, to follow several instructions (PT2 & PT3) and to finish tasks quickly
(PT3). Repeatedly, PTs explain that the problems with anticipating YL behav-
iour caused time management issues: They had to adjust their lesson plans
by rephrasing instructions, or breaking an activity down into smaller units,
and they also had to allocate more time for a certain activity.
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The written reflections also refer to real classroom experience and
finding an adequate response. PTs’ comments show that they had to deal
with situations that needed an instant response, which they found challeng-
ing. Pre-service teachers’ observations indicate that through these critical
incidents they understood the importance of physical activity for their YLs
(PT1), YLs" use of their L1 as a default function (PT2), their inclination to
imitate the teacher (PT3), and the need for repetition, as well as visualisa-
tion (PT2 & PT3).

Table 3. Post-teaching written reflections (own study)

Themes Examples from PTs’ master’s dissertations, my translation

Lesson planning & antici- | Based on the transcriptions, one can note that the chil-
pating YL behaviour dren could identify what was said as English [...] PT1

They could remember the words really well because the sec-
ond time they heard the song, they could sing along. PT2

They tried to say the lines of the dialogue [...] but one could
see that they had enough to do with listening and miming ac-
tions. PT2

It was surprising to hear such an explanation from a first grad-
er [...] (refers to experiment with balloon) PT3

As the first group was singing, it was the next groups’ turn,
but they were overwhelmed and did not know any more what
they had to do. PT3/singing in canon

In the following artwork session, time management was
a problem again. It took 10 minutes for the children to get
their box and glue. PT3

Real classroom experience |In the first lessons, it became obvious that the learners had
& adequate response the urge to move about, and | tried to adjust to that in the fol-
lowing sessions. PT1

Some children mixed up the word ‘name’ and used the Ger-
man pronunciation for it. [...] This difficulty could only be
solved through repeating everything a few times. PT2

Once he had picked a picture, one could notice that he had
problems saying it in English. In order to avoid frustration, | in-
vited him to get help from a friend. PT2

In contrast to my observations, | noticed when listening to
the recordings that learners [...] increasingly imitated me and
spoke English unprompted. PT3
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Table 3 — cont.

Themes Examples from PTs’ master’s dissertations, my translation

In hindsight, it would have been better to show the experi-
ment a second time [...] and to add a drawing on the board.

PT3
YLs response to multimod- | Leaving the room after class, one child was chanting the lines
al features rhythmically. PT1

The recordings showed that some children started singing
in certain situations during class. PT2

One teacher said that learners had talked about the bal-
loon flying through the room [...] PT3

The third source of data, the transcriptions of the follow-up inter-
views, reveal that PTs again referred to lesson planning and anticipating
YL behaviour, real classroom experience and adequate response alongside
references to their own reflection process and suggestions for pre-service
teacher education.

In the follow-up interviews, PTs placed more emphasis on the adjust-
ments they had made in order to address their YLs’ needs (Table 4). For ex-
ample, with regard to lesson planning and anticipating YL behaviour, PTs
stressed that they incorporated more physical activities (PT1), or that they
addressed YLs’ shorter concentration span by keeping activities shorter (PT1),
or by giving them more time or extra support (PT2). The problems with les-
son planning that PTs experienced is attributed to a lack of planning whole
units during previous internships (PT3).

Regarding real classroom experience, PTs explained how they stopped
an activity when their pre-schoolers showed dislike (PT1) and how they had
to become stricter in response to misbehaviour (PT2). Feeling ill-prepared
for classroom management, especially in a situation when the children and
their classroom rituals were unknown, was an observation shared by PT3,
whose learners were from different Year groups during emergency teaching
in 2020.

Pre-service teachers also commented on reflecting on their own teach-
ing. Alongside the diary, which was acknowledged as helpful, PT1 stressed
the importance of sharing observations and thoughts about teaching with
colleagues. There were suggestions for notetaking during a busy day at
school (PT2) and the realisation that their TEP had not provided the oppor-
tunity to learn about how to conduct research in a school setting (PT3).
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Table 4. Follow-up interviews (own study)

Theme

Examples of PTs’ interview contributions, my translation

Lesson planning & antici-
pating YL behaviour

After the first or second lesson, | wrote in my teaching diary
that | used too few activities where learners can move about
[...] and | could improve my lesson plans and use more physical
activities. PT1

When | noticed, okay, the children cannot concentrate
for 30 minutes, | cut down activities to 25 minutes and | used
more physical activity [...] | adjusted that in line with the previ-
ous lesson. PT1

They couldn’t pronounce it and after repeating it a few times,
| left it at that because | did not want them to lose motiva-
tion [...] and then | tried again on another day. PT2

[...] what helped me a lot was using gestures and facial expres-
sions [...] PT2 about YLs asking for word meanings

It was never about teaching a whole unit on one topic [...]
which content to do first and how to go from there [...] PT3/
commenting on previous internships

Real classroom experience
& adequate response

[...] once, when a game did not work and the children did not
enjoy it, | stopped the activity [...] and the early years practitio-
ner who was sitting in the back [...] gave me positive feedback
for that. PT1

[...] in one lesson, the teacher left the room [...] and then one
or two children tried to be louder [...] when they did not listen,
| had to be stricter [...] PT2

[...] seminars at uni prepared me for activities [...] around pic-
turebooks [...] but not classroom management [...] especially
when you did not know the children and didn’t know which
rituals they were used to [...] PT3

Reflection & analysis of
own teaching

What | found even more helpful than the teaching diary was
actually talking to the teachers who were sitting in the back
because they saw things | had not noticed. PT1

[..] I couldn’t sit down and write down everything after each
lesson, so | quickly took a few notes on my mobile phone [...]
and in the evening a bit more, and thought about what had
happened and why. PT2

What | noticed was [...] that | had not had any experience with
doing research as part of my previous university programme
[..] PT3
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4, Discussion

This study examined firstly what aspects PTs identified as challenging
when teaching English to pre-primary learners or first graders before and
after their teaching experience, and secondly how far PTs’ views changed
through reflecting on their own teaching practice. The analysis of three types
of data suggests that PTs share a concern for lesson planning, which they
link to the ability of anticipating learners’ behaviour. PTs also identify a lack
of classroom experience as challenging for how to respond appropriately
in school settings, and demonstrate an awareness of reflection as a means to
improve their own teaching practice.

4.1. Perceived challenges before and after teaching practice

Pre-service teachers’ brainstorming data, their written reflections and
their contributions in the follow-up interviews indicate that they consid-
er themselves insufficiently prepared for lesson planning, anticipating learn-
er behaviour and managing unexpected situations in classrooms. These find-
ings echo criticism of teacher education in the past (Blondin, et al., 1998;
Enever, 2016), but they also confirm results of a recent study that examined
TEPs for pre-school, which show that classroom management and lesson plan-
ning were found to be least represented alongside knowledge of context,
albeit in a different European context (Pérez, Robles, Soto, 2022). While a fo-
cus on classroom management during pre-service teacher education would
provide PTs with some strategies for handling critical situations, solid knowl-
edge of context would perhaps lead to a better understanding of learners
and hence make it easier for PTs to anticipate learner behaviour.

Learner behaviour that PTs found difficult to anticipate correctly, such
as when using multi-tasking, listening over an extended period of time with-
out being physically active, or with little visual support, refer to big milestones
in child development, and, in particular, developmental changes that oc-
cur around the age of six to seven. This indicates that although PTs are taught
about child development as part of their university education, they still lack
a deeper understanding of these developmental differences and their impact
on teaching. This may have to do with the fact that traditional pre-service
teacher education tends to treat primary school children as one group that
shares similar characteristics, rather than distinguishing more clearly be-
tween younger and older primary-school EFL learners, and highlighting de-
velopmental changes (Piaget, Inhelder, 1969; Keenan, Evans, Crowley, 2016),
with the implications this has for choosing age-appropriate activities. A good
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knowledge of child development that includes the pre-school years enables
primary school teachers to better understand their learners in Grade 1, who
might be as young as five years at the beginning of a school year, might
develop more slowly in certain areas (Macblain, 2020), and might therefore
need a play-based approach with a more flexible language policy (Thieme,
et al., 2022; Kiaer, Morgan-Brown, Choi, 2021; Alexiou, 2020; Kirsch, Seele,
2020; Mourdo, Ellis, 2020). Moreover, the lack of this awareness about age-
related differences also indicates that simply exploring these concepts theo-
retically is not sufficient for PTs to really understand them, which stresses
the necessity of preparing PTs for the challenges of real classrooms by incor-
porating extended teaching practice, and encouraging a reflective approach
(Ur, 2019).

4.2. Differences between PTs’ expectations before and reflections
after teaching practice

Regarding PTs’ expectations and their reflections on actual classroom expe-
rience, a shift in focus can be noted. Before their teaching-based master’s
dissertation, PTs seemed to largely focus on themselves. In their brainstorm-
ing documents, for example, they emphasized their insecurity about les-
son planning, about anticipating learner behaviour and about responding
quickly to unexpected situations, which they ascribed to a perceived lack
of practical experience. After their time with EFL learners at pre-school and
Grade 1, however, PTs acknowledged their learners’ specific needs, such
as their need to be physically active, their shorter concentration span, and
their increased need for visualisation. On the basis of this deeper under-
standing of their learners’ needs, PTs also articulated strategies that they
had used to adapt their teaching. This suggests that master’s dissertations
that incorporate extended teaching practice can foster PTs’ understanding
of the specific age-specific characteristics, which is a necessary pre-requi-
site in order to create a holistic learning environment that ensures young
children’s wellbeing in early EFL programmes (Halliwell, 1992; Edelenbos,
Johnstone, Kubanek, 2006; Rokita-Jaskow, Ellis, 2019; Thieme, et al., 2022;
Nikolov, Mihaljevi¢ Djigunovi¢, 2023; Waddington, 2023). At the same time,
it becomes apparent that simulation practice at university, although help-
ful, does have its limitations and cannot provide PTs with the opportunity
to gain a better understanding of real learners, or to fully prepare for real
classroom settings (Griffiths, 2023).

After their teaching experience, PTs in this study also seemed more fo-
cused on practical issues with reflective practice. In the follow-up interviews,
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they explained how keeping a teaching diary and sharing thoughts with col-
leagues helped them with the reflection process, which practical challenges
they experienced when trying to take notes in the hectic environment of
pre- or primary school, and how they solved these issues. This indicates that
teaching-based dissertations may also support pre-service teachers’ reflec-
tive skills, which in turn can initiate a deeper understanding of learning and
teaching processes in pre-school EFL, or at the beginning of primary school,
and raise awareness for the complexities of teaching very young children —
a pre-requisite in order to establish work relationships between EFL teachers
and early years practitioners (Alexiou, 2020).

5. Conclusion

The analysis of PTs’ brainstorming documents before their teaching expe-
rience, and of their reflections, as well as follow-up interviews afterwards,
suggests that pre-service teacher education that is based on studying TEYL
methodology and on limited simulation practice does not prepare PTs suf-
ficiently for real-life teaching with five- to six-year-olds. Pre-service teach-
ers’ brainstorming documents demonstrate that PTs were acutely aware of
their lack of practical teaching experience, and the implications this might
have on their ability to plan lessons, to anticipate YLs’ behaviour and to re-
spond to unexpected situations. The reflections that PTs’ shared in their mas-
ter’s dissertations and in follow-up interviews indicate that the task of plan-
ning and teaching a whole EFL unit of multiple sessions around one topic was
an experience that provided them with the opportunity to gain deeper in-
sights. They showed their growing ability to identify specific needs that they
had observed in their EFL learners, and to adapt their lesson planning ac-
cordingly.

Findings from this study tentatively suggest that firstly, simula-
tion practice, which PTs’ referred to as helpful, needs to be more extensively
used in pre-service teacher education. Secondly, PTs need to be given the
opportunity to teach whole units rather than just individual lessons in real
classroom settings. Thirdly, PTs also need to be introduced to analysing
their own teaching at an earlier stage, so that they can improve their reflec-
tive skills over time, before they begin their teaching-based dissertation.

It is important to stress that this is a small sample of pre-service teach-
ers in one particular teacher education context, and hence more research
from other TEPs would be needed to see if similar issues are raised in differ-
ent educational contexts. Furthermore, this study raises new questions, such
as how pre-service teachers’ reflective practices change over a longer period
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of time, maybe covering pre-service and in-service work experience, and
how teacher educators could guide PTs to refine as well as harness their re-
flection process for teaching and research purposes.
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Appendix

Prompts for brainstorming (my translation)

1. Which valuable insights do you hope to gain for your future work as
primary-school teacher?

2. Name aspects of teaching that your degree programme at university
prepared you for and aspects you feel ill prepared for.

3. Talk about your thoughts about keeping a teaching diary.

4. Which challenges do you expect with respect to teaching and which
with respect to writing-up your master dissertation?

5. Which COVID-related problems or opportunities do you expect
in school?
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