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Eva Wilden and Raphaela Porsch

Researching the professional development of  
primary EFL teachers
An introduction

1 Prior studies on the professional development of  
primary EFL teachers

This book brings together various contributions presenting current research on the 
professional development1 of primary English as a foreign language (EFL) teachers. 
The starting point of this collection was the general shift in educational research 
towards the role of teachers and towards facets of the teaching profession and their 
relative contributions to successful and ‘good’ education. A lot of this research activ-
ity occurred in the spirit of Hattie’s (2012) highly influential meta-study in which he 
concludes among other aspects that “teachers are among the most powerful influ-
ences in learning” (p. 22). He thus suggested that teacher quality should be the focus 
on all levels of education and likewise – in focusing on foreign language (FL) educa-
tion – the most recent Eurydice report (EACEA/Eurydice, 2012, p. 9) states: “To be 
effective, foreign language teaching needs well qualified foreign language teachers.”

While there are various established principles of ‘good’ FL teaching – i. e. com-
municative FL teaching, playful and active FL teaching, functional language use, 
variety of teaching methods, individual support and differentiation, using mistakes 
as a resource – there is a lack of comprehensive empirical evidence regarding their 
effectiveness. The question whether following these principles will lead to the in-
tended effects of FL teaching has not yet been substantially researched. Also, there 
is a lack of empirical evidence of what constitutes ‘quality’ in teacher education as 
highlighted in the Eurydice report. This research gap can be identified in general 
FL education, but it is especially noteworthy in the area of early FL education as 
this is a relatively young domain (see Kubanek in this volume for a comprehensive 
overview). Therefore, the editors of this volume set out to invite researchers cur-
rently investigating the professional development of primary EFL teachers in order 
to connect their initiatives in a joint publication, facilitate exchange and networking 
and thus eventually contribute to closing this research gap. In doing so the editors 
consciously decided to focus on FL education in primary schooling (i. e. approxi-
mately from the ages of 6–12 years), rather than the pre-primary sector as well. This 

1 The English term professional development refers to both initial or pre-service teacher 
training as well as the subsequent continuous in-service training of teachers. Throughout 
this introduction it is being used in reference to both dimensions of teacher education.
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is because the implementation of FL teaching in primary schools across Europe has 
been the most significant political initiative in FL education in the past 25 years.

All contributions to this volume deal with hitherto insufficiently researched as-
pects of the professional development of primary EFL teachers. Thus, to pave the 
way this introduction will review prior studies relating to primary EFL teachers 
professional development based on the following notion of professional develop-
ment: “Professional development is defined as activities that develop an individual’s 
skills, knowledge, expertise and other characteristics as a teacher” (OECD, 2009, 
p. 49). In this sense the concept of professional development relates to the process
of developing professionalism. Therefore, studies for this review were selected that 
address either the practical skills, knowledge base, beliefs or attitudes of primary 
EFL teachers (for an overview of studies on the professionalism of FL teachers in 
the German context see: Roters & Trautmann, 2014).

In this context it is worthwhile to consider Terhart’s (2011) differentiation of three 
main approaches to the notion of ‘professional development’ and the ‘professional 
teacher’. Firstly, according to the biographical perspective developing professional-
ism is closely related to individual teachers’ biographies (Helsper & Tippelt, 2011, 
p. 275). Secondly, in the competence-oriented perspective there is a greater focus on
teachers’ knowledge and competencies but also on teachers’ beliefs and further char-
acteristics such as motivational aspects necessary for effective teaching. Proponents 
of this perspective often identify, classify as well as measure these competencies and 
usually regard an increase in competencies as an indicator of professional develop-
ment (see Baumert & Kunter, 2013). Thirdly, the structural theory approach assumes 
that teachers are faced with antinomic or paradoxical structures in their professional 
contexts and thus need to develop abilities to cope with these antinomies and uncer-
tainties (Terhart, 2011). For example, teachers ought to develop close relationships 
with their pupils, but at the same time it is essential to maintain a professional dis-
tance, too. From a theoretical standpoint, all three perspectives are valid, however, in 
empirical research the second one currently appears to be dominant. 

According to the competence-oriented perspective teacher professionalism and 
effective teaching are closely related, thus professional development aims at con-
stantly increasing teachers’ competencies or modifying other characteristics in a 
favourable way such as enthusiasm for teaching. In order to achieve this learning 
opportunities for (future) teachers need to be created and Hascher and Kittinger 
(2014, p. 223) suggest an affordance-utilization model2 for student teachers’ practical 
education which can help to understand this process. It illustrates the various fac-
tors that influence teacher students’ learning outcomes after a practical school ex-
perience, such as contextual and individual preconditions, characteristics of student 
teachers’ learning opportunities, competencies of school and university mentors, 

2 Hascher and Kittinger’s model is based on the affordances-utilization paradigm as intro-
duced by Helmke (2012) for explaining the effects of teachers’ characteristics along with 
context factors on the teaching itself and thus on students’ learning outcomes.
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etc. In a wider perspective teacher education needs to provide a number of learning 
opportunities (see also König et al. in this volume) that can be further classified as 
formal or informal (see Desimone, 2009). Formal learning relates to structured en-
vironments such as pre-service university courses or post-qualification courses for 
in-service teachers. In contrast, informal learning opportunities “include individual 
activities such as reading books and classroom observations as well as collaborative 
activities such as conversations with colleagues and parents, mentoring activities, 
teacher networks and study groups” (Richter, Kunter, Klusmann, Lüdtke & Baumert, 
2011, p. 117). With regard to student teachers, informal learning may occur in the 
context of a school internship but also outside university or school.

In Germany and throughout Europe initial or pre-service teacher education is 
university-based. In Germany it is followed by a pre-service school-based training 
phase, which in the German context is also called the ‘second phase’ (see, e. g. Cor-
tina & Thames, 2013). After obtaining their teaching certificate, in-service teachers 
are supposed to regularly attend further in-service trainings to “deepen and extend 
[their] professional competence, including knowledge, beliefs, motivation and 
self-regulatory skills” (Richter et al., 2011, p. 116). With regards to the professional 
development of primary FL teachers especially two competencies are essentially of 
interest that need to be acquired and continually further developed throughout a 
teacher’s professional career (e. g. KMK, 2014, p. 4): Language proficiency and knowl-
edge about FL teaching methodology appropriate for young learners. Accordingly, 
in the following prior studies in the field of primary EFL teachers’ professional de-
velopment are going to be reviewed following these categories: (1) the provision of 
primary FL teacher education and formal qualification, (2) primary EFL teachers’ 
English language proficiency and (3) teachers’ knowledge especially regarding their 
knowledge about FL teaching methodology. 

1.1 The provision of primary foreign language teacher education  
and formal qualification 

Regarding the formal qualification the Eurydice report (EACEA/Eurydice, 2012, 
p. 85) distinguishes between three types of primary FL teachers, i. e. generalist, spe-
cialist and semi-specialist teachers (see also Enever, 2014, p. 233 who in the context 
of the ELLiE study identified another type, the ‘unqualified teacher’). According to 
this, generalist teachers are qualified to teach (almost all) subjects in the primary 
curriculum (EACEA/Eurydice, 2012, p. 139). A specialist teacher on the one hand 
is “qualified to teach one or two different subjects. For a specialist language teacher, 
this would include either FLs only, or a FL and one other subject”. A semi-specialist 
teacher on the other hand “is qualified to teach a group of at least three different 
subjects, one or more of which is foreign languages” (both: EACEA/Eurydice, 2012, 
p. 140). German primary schools usually follow the so-called ‘class teacher princi-
ple’ in which one teacher teaches the majority of subjects in a class. Thus, in their 
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practical day-to-day teaching German primary school teachers act as ‘generalists’. 
However, it depends on the federal state in which they undergo their pre-service 
training whether these teachers according to the Eurydice definitions are educated 
as specialists, semi-specialist teachers, or as generalists (see Porsch, 2017; Porsch & 
Wilden in this volume). This is because the number of school subjects which pri-
mary school teachers are required to study at university differs immensely from one 
state to another.

Enever (2014) reviews European mechanisms aiming to support the provision 
of quality language teacher education courses, analyses their shortcomings and dis-
cusses them in relation to findings from the European ELLiE study (Enever, 2011). 
She highlights especially the need to address the course design for generalist teach-
ers of primary FLs, i. e. teachers who are qualified to teach (almost all) subjects in the 
primary curriculum (EACEA/Eurydice, 2012, p. 139). Relating to the varied quality 
of pre- and in-service provision for primary FL teachers in the countries surveyed in 
the ELLiE study she warns: “it is inevitable that classroom practices may not always 
meet learner needs” (Enever, 2014, p. 237). Furthermore, she identifies “an urgent 
need to substantially increase the provision and availability of in-service courses 
and workshops for teachers if quality is to be improved and sustained” (Enever, 2014, 
p. 241). This is in line with Terhart’s (2014) argumentation who, in discussing gen-
eral teacher education in Germany, calls for a decreasing of the asymmetry between 
initial teacher education and in-service training. In doing so he argues in favour of a 
mandatory and continuous professional development (CPD).

The importance of CPD and provision of in-service training is supported by 
two further studies regarding EFL teachers’ professional development. In her study 
Hochstetter (2011) developed an observations sheet to diagnose the oral skills of 
primary EFL learners. She piloted the diagnostic tool by video-taping five primary 
EFL teachers while they were using it in their teaching. Subsequently, each teacher 
participated in both individual semi-structured interviews and group discussions 
during workshops. In summarizing her findings Hochstetter (2011, p. 198) concludes 
that diagnosing their pupils through observation is generally a very challenging task 
for teachers. In doing so they benefit on the one hand from the pre-structured diag-
nostic tool as it focuses their attention on subject-specific aspects rather than pupils’ 
general behaviour in class while at the same time allowing teachers to review their 
observations again after the lesson. On the other hand participating in diagnostic 
training and subsequently employing a diagnostic tool affords teachers the opportu-
nity to review their subjective theories and beliefs about teaching and learning FLs. 

Likewise the German DESI study (Klieme, 2006), even though focusing on sec-
ondary EFL education, supports the call for CPD in primary EFL education. The 
study explored the linguistic skills of 9th graders as well as the teaching quality in 
both EFL and German, the language of schooling, in the school year 2003/04. In the 
representative study approximately 11,000 pupils were tested and both teachers and 
pupils as well as parents and school management were surveyed. Even though the 
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study is situated in secondary education, its results on EFL education can inform the 
discourse on primary EFL education as well as study designs in this field. Regarding 
teacher characteristics the DESI study found that those EFL teachers who partici-
pated in in-service teacher training and maintained contacts in the target language 
countries succeed in triggering more motivation in their pupils (Klieme, 2006, p. 7). 

In focusing on the stratified system of teacher education in Germany Blömeke 
(2010) analyses differences in the learning opportunities for maths teachers. Even 
though the study does not focus on EFL teacher education, its results can inform 
the discourse on primary EFL teacher education and future studies in this area. In 
this system future teachers undergo different types of formal education depending 
on whether they aim at becoming primary, lower secondary or upper secondary 
school teachers. In summary, the results of this study indicate that at the end of 
their formal education primary school teachers in comparison to the other teacher 
types demonstrated a substantially lower knowledge base of mathematics as well as 
knowledge for teaching mathematics. However, at the same time primary school 
teachers demonstrated a substantially higher general pedagogical knowledge (e. g. 
lesson planning, differentiation, or assessment). It is a tentative hypothesis that a 
similar study in the field of EFL teacher education in Germany might lead to com-
parable results.

The aspect of formal qualification was surveyed in the German EVENING study 
(Groot-Wilken, 2009) which was conducted in the federal state of North Rhine-
Westphalia in the school year 2004/2005. It found that even though probably none 
of the EFL teachers participating in the study had obtained a university degree in 
English – the study was done shortly after the compulsory introduction of early FL 
education and the establishment of corresponding teacher education courses – ap-
proximately two thirds stated ‘interest and joy’ as well as ‘English as international 
language’ as their main motivation to volunteer for teaching EFL at their particular 
primary school. In a further study focusing on the continuity from primary to sec-
ondary EFL education in the German federal states of Baden-Wuerttemberg Kolb 
(2011, pp. 148–149) found that in the school year 2007/08 only 22% of the participat-
ing primary EFL teachers had a university degree in EFL education and 19% stated 
to have attended no formal EFL training at all. The slightly earlier KESS study (May, 
2006) had found that in Hamburg 30% of all primary EFL teachers had obtained a 
university degree in EFL education. The later BIG-study (Börner et al., 2016) con-
ducted in the school year 2012/2013 surveyed 98 German in-service primary EFL 
teachers and detected a slight increase in that approximately half of the teachers 
stated to have studied English as either major or minor subject in their university 
education. 

The findings of the few studies available on the provision of FL teacher education 
and formal qualifications of primary FL teachers can be summarized as follows: In 
order to ensure good quality of primary FL teaching, course design, especially for 
generalist FL teachers, needs to be investigated (Enever, 2014). Likewise provision of 
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in-service training for primary FL teachers needs to be increased in order to ensure 
CPD (Enever, 2014; Hochstetter, 2011; Klieme, 2006; Terhart, 2014). For the strati-
fied system of teacher education in Germany it was found that teachers leave their 
pre-service training with different types of knowledge depending on which school 
type they trained for, primary, lower or upper secondary (Blömeke, 2010), which can 
be interpreted as a call for investigating course design and re-evaluating the system 
of teacher education. Further findings from studies in the German context indi-
cate that a significant proportion of primary school teachers teaching EFL did not 
undergo a subject-specific university education (Börner et al., 2016; Groot-Wilken, 
2009; Kolb, 2011; May, 2006). It is very likely that this has an effect on the quality of 
the actual EFL teaching of those teachers.

1.2 Primary EFL teachers’ English language proficiency

Since modern FL education differs from many content-based subjects – the target 
language is both the learning objective and the medium of communication – the 
teachers’ target language proficiency has traditionally been a central issue within the 
discourse on FL teachers’ professional development. The underlying assumption is 
that in order to be ‘good’ FL teachers, teachers need to have a high level of proficien-
cy in the target language. This is related to notions of teachers as role models cater-
ing for a) high quality language input and b) opportunities for inter-/transcultural 
learning. The aspect of teacher’s language proficiency is particularly significant in 
the context of primary FL education as the previous section highlighted the variety 
of qualifications to be found among teachers in the primary FL classroom. 

In reviewing data from the ELLiE study surveying early FL education in seven 
European countries, Enever (2014, p. 240) concludes that “in three out of four cases, 
there was evidence of teacher anxiety in relation to language competency, a concern 
that may well also relate to fear of losing control of the class.” In shifting the focus to 
teachers’ self-perception of their EFL proficiency – and so far as there has been no 
study testing teachers’ language competencies – the German BIG study (Börner et 
al., 2016, p. 18) found that approximately one third of teachers surveyed considered 
their EFL proficiency as ‘very good’. The authors furthermore report3 that the bet-
ter primary the teachers rated their own EFL proficiency the more important they 
consider reading comprehension, writing activities, games or storytelling as primary 
EFL teaching methods (Börner et al., 2016, p. 21). 

The Eurydice report (EACEA/Eurydice, 2012, pp. 96–98) did not specifically ad-
dress the language proficiency of FL teachers across Europe. However, it contains 
data regarding time spend in target language countries by (future) FL teachers as 
one indicator of language proficiency. Only in seven European countries future FL 
teachers are formally required to spend a period of time in a target language country, 

3 Unfortunately, however, the authors fail to report their measures of data analysis.
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ranging from at least two weeks up to a whole year. In surveying the cross-border 
mobility of FL teachers the report concludes that in the majority of participating 
countries FL teachers spend at least one month in a target language country, either 
in their holidays or during courses of study.

In conclusion, it has to be emphasized that the evidence on primary FL teachers’ 
target language competency is sketchy at best. In spite of a proportion of teachers 
self-assessing their target language proficiency as ‘very good’ (Börner et al., 2016) in 
one setting, in other contexts indicators of target language related teacher anxiety 
were observed (Enever, 2014). On the bright side, however, across Europe the major-
ity of FL teachers spend a minimum of one month in a target language country as 
part of their training (EACEA/Eurydice, 2012). No studies could be identified which 
explicitly assess in-service primary FL teachers’ language proficiency as one indica-
tor of their professional competence. This is probably due to the ethical domain of 
social research and the issue of field access, i. e. finding teachers volunteering to 
participate in such a study. For these – very justified – reasons most studies tend 
to revert to teachers’ self-assessment as well as teacher observations. However, in 
order to comprehensively close this research gap other measures of investigating FL 
teachers’ target language proficiency ought to be found, with educational research-
ers making an even greater effort to reach out to school teachers in order to reduce 
their frequently observed anguish towards being the ‘object’ of research.

1.3 Primary EFL teachers’ methodological knowledge

Pedagogical content knowledge (PCK), especially knowledge about subject-specific 
methodologies, is regarded as an important factor in achieving teaching quality. Ac-
cordingly, several studies set out to investigate this element of primary EFL teachers’ 
professional development.

In her data review of the ELLiE study Enever (2014, p. 240) concludes by high-
lighting a number of weaknesses in the FL education system in the seven countries 
participating in the study. This included indicators of teachers’ difficulty to move 
away from teacher-centered teaching, overusing the first language without a clear 
strategy for its purpose and a lack of expertise in organizing interactive communica-
tive tasks. “Additionally, where specialist [FL; EW & RP] teachers were employed, it 
was sometimes evident that they lacked the skills and expertise relevant to this age 
group, whereas generalist primary teachers were more likely to have these transfer-
able skills as a result of their teaching experiences across the broad primary cur-
riculum” (Enever, 2014, p. 235).

Likewise in her study focusing on the transition from primary to secondary EFL 
education in the German federal state of Baden-Wuerttemberg Kolb (2011) inves-
tigated among others the relationship between teacher qualification and the EFL 
teaching methods they used. According to her findings the lack of formal qualifica-
tion among a significant proportion of primary EFL teachers comes into effect in 
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that these teachers tend to disregard certain important EFL teaching methods, such 
as written input, vocabulary work as well as free and interactive communication 
(Kolb, 2011, p. 168) – all elements in which primary EFL education seems to have 
deficits (also see: Groot-Wilken, 2009; May, 2006). Therefore, these shortcomings 
clearly flag up the correlation between primary EFL teachers’ formal qualification 
and their pupils’ learning outcomes.

Focusing on one of the overarching objectives of modern FL education in Europe, 
intercultural communicative competence (ICC), Brunsmeier (2015) interviewed 19 
primary EFL teachers. She analysed how the teachers in her study understood ICC 
and how they implemented this curricular objective in their teaching. Brunsmeier 
(2015, p. 203) concludes that all teachers in her survey are aware of the notion of ICC, 
however, their actual understandings of this construct are very diverse and tend to 
be vague at times. In implementing ICC in their teaching the primary teachers ap-
pear to focus on the knowledge domain and seem to have a great need for guidance 
on how to actually implement all aspects of ICC in their teaching. 

In this context it is worthwhile to consider the study by Göbel (2011) on teaching 
quality in intercultural EFL education on secondary level. She identified intercultur-
al experiences of the EFL teachers as a factor impacting on their pupils’ intercultural 
learning processes. According to her findings, secondary EFL teachers with more 
extensive intercultural experience achieve a “more pronounced realization of cul-
tural and intercultural topics in their teaching than those with fewer international 
contacts” (Göbel, 2011, p. 109; transl. by authors). This result is worth mentioning, 
too, in the context of primary EFL teacher education since, as the Eurydice report 
showed (see above), across Europe it is not mandatory for FL teachers to spend time 
abroad in target language countries.

In conclusion these empirical studies indicate that – even though on a concep-
tual level there are a number of established principles of ‘good’ FL teaching (see 
above) – these are not being put into practice by all primary FL teachers. There is 
evidence that this is related to teachers’ formal qualification (e. g. Enever, 2014; Kolb, 
2011) and, regarding ICC, to their personal experiences (Brunsmeier, 2015; Göbel, 
2011). These findings on the teaching methods as used by primary EFL teachers link 
back to the question of provision of teacher education and CPD which appears to be 
the key for solving various issues in the professional development of primary EFL 
teachers.

2 Studying the education, professional competencies and  
beliefs of primary EFL teachers – Structure of this book

This volume brings together studies by a number of dedicated researchers from vari-
ous disciplines such as EFL education, applied linguistics and educational sciences. 
Even though working in very diverse contexts all authors in this volume share the 
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desire to extend our knowledge about the professional development of primary EFL 
teachers in order to exploit the full potential of early FL education. 

As the various contributions cover a wide range of topics in the field of primary 
EFL teacher education the book has been structured as follows: The first section 
‘Teaching primary EFL’ is the corner stone of the whole book and contains three 
chapters on the fundamental issues of primary FL education. In her contribution 
Angelika Kubanek reviews the past 25 years of ‘new’ early FL education in Europe. 
She gives an overview of the development from local projects to consolidation, ex-
plores the most relevant supranational documents, considers empirical findings and 
concludes by discussing the challenges for educating primary FL teachers. In doing 
so she is contesting a number of traditional principles of early FL education such 
as a purely playful teaching approach or the A1 descriptor of the CEFR (Council 
of Europe, 2001). She advocates considering early FL education as political educa-
tion, suggests higher expectations regarding the learning objectives and calls for an 
increased integration of research into the education of primary FL teachers. 

Thorsten Piske shares some critical thoughts on current early EFL education and 
thereby challenges the widespread notion of ‘the earlier the better’. He explores how 
the so-called ‘Critical Period Hypothesis’ first led to rather high expectations of early 
FL education which then turned into disappointment and criticism to be found in 
the public discourse. He continues by reviewing selected findings from the field of 
second and FL learning research focusing on immigrant populations, pre-school 
and school children. Based on these findings he identifies five factors which appear 
to be important for successful FL learning and discusses them against the back-
ground of ‘reality’ in many German primary FL classrooms: (1) continuous intensive 
exposure to the target language, (2) learners’ opportunities to frequently use the 
FL in speaking and writing, (3) a large amount of authentic, enriched and (near) 
native-like input, (4) specific training of the different linguistic skills considering the 
differences between a learner’s first language and the FL and (5) motivating learn-
ing environments. He concludes by discussing the implications of his findings for 
primary FL teacher education and especially urges to deconstruct over-simplified 
notions of ‘successful’ and ‘good’ FL learning.

In the final chapter of this section Raphaela Porsch and Eva Wilden analyse the 
process of introducing EFL education as a primary school subject in Germany. From 
the perspective of implementation research the introduction of this new primary 
school subject can be regarded as an innovation. Thus, following the ‘wave model 
of transfer’ by Jäger (2004) the authors analyze the implementation process which 
has taken place in Germany since 2003. In doing so they investigate three factors: 
the content, structure and persons which are pivotal for assessing whether an in-
novation has been successful or not. They specially focus on the factor ‘person’ by 
looking at the current state of research about EFL teachers’ perspectives regarding 
this particular innovation. In addition, potential reasons that may have impeded the 
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success of this reform are identified on the basis of which the authors suggest ideas 
for further research.

The second section of this volume ‘Policy and practice of primary EFL teacher 
education’ encompasses three contributions exploring the structure, policy and 
practice of primary EFL teacher education in Germany, Europe and beyond. In pur-
suing an international perspective Shelagh Rixon explores the route of educational 
change from government policy decision to actual classroom practice in the field 
of early EFL education in various contexts. In doing so she discusses how teacher 
education can support EFL teachers as the agents of such reforms. She thus reviews 
various international studies on pre- and in-service training, the power relations be-
tween education professionals and policy-makers as well as international FL teacher 
qualifications. She concludes by exploring the challenges of policy-making for FL 
teacher education and as a consequence calls for drastically increasing the opportu-
nities for CPD.

Janet Enever investigates notions of quality in European primary EFL teacher 
education and discusses whether to strive for a passion for teaching or the bright-
est and the best when seeking and training novice FL teachers. She first outlines 
various European documents impacting on the provision of primary FL teacher 
education and the notion of European convergence regarding teacher education. 
Subsequently, she examines various teacher education models currently in practice 
across Europe shedding light on differences and similarities, e. g. concerning type, 
length, methodological training or minimum FL competency. She finally discusses 
teachers’ motivations for taking up the teaching profession especially highlighting 
the apparent importance of a ‘passion for teaching’ to ensure quality teaching. She 
concludes by identifying three factors for achieving and maintaining quality in 
primary EFL teacher provision: (1) well-structured primary EFL teacher education 
courses, (2) initiatives to attract enthusiastic teacher candidates for primary EFL 
education and (3) research to further investigate factors contributing to effective 
primary EFL teacher education.

In her contribution Henriette Dausend reviews empirical research on primary 
EFL teacher education in Germany until 2015 in order to identify factors of suc-
cess. In doing so she first outlines central documents as well as the roles of various 
governmental bodies in the German educational system before exploring the struc-
ture and standards of primary FL teacher education in Germany. In this context she 
highlights the importance of teacher educators as agents within the system educat-
ing future teachers, she explores the competencies, skills and knowledge primary 
EFL teachers need to acquire and she examines the development of a professional 
self during teacher education. She concludes by arguing in favour of pursuing cer-
tain teaching approaches in primary FL teacher education, such as (1) opportunities 
for practical experience and self-reflection, (2) incorporating teaching videos, (3) 
mandatory exchange projects or study-abroad phases, (4) product-oriented teach-
ing and (5) portfolios as a measure of self-reflection and -evaluation.
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The third section ‘In-service training of primary EFL teachers’ consists of three 
studies investigating training schemes for in-service primary EFL teachers with a 
particular focus on types of action research and adapting the phonics approach in 
early FL teaching: Nora Benitt is linking primary EFL teachers professional develop-
ment with classroom-based action research. She provides a brief overview of the 
advantages and disadvantages of action research with regard to EFL teacher learn-
ing and presents examples from a qualitative-interpretative study. Regarding profes-
sional development she concludes that among others action research has the poten-
tial for both pre- and in-service teachers to deepen their theoretical knowledge and 
improve their methodological competencies. Therefore, this study establishes close 
links to the concept of ‘learning through research’ (Forschendes Lernen) which is an 
objective in long-term school placements (called Praxissemester; see, e. g. Schüssler 
et al., 2016) which have now been introduced in several federal states in Germany. 
Thus, students spend up to five months in a school placement as part of their initial 
pre-service teacher training at the Master’s level. This is in addition to the subsequent 
school-based practical training phase (‘second phase’; Cortina & Thames, 2013).

Likewise Annamaria Pinter and Rama Mathew explore a particular type of ac-
tion research and work with children as co-researchers in a training programme 
for primary EFL teachers in India. This project aims at increasing student-oriented 
as well as communicative early EFL education linking up to the learners’ real-life 
contexts. The project’s findings show that in addition to changing teachers’ practices, 
professional development of the primary EFL teachers is promoted as views about 
teaching and learning appear to have changed along with an increasing understand-
ing of the relation between theory and practice.

The study presented by Alicia Jöckel touches upon the – occasionally highly 
charged – debate about the role of reading and writing in the early EFL classroom. 
In her contribution she first summarizes the pros and cons of including written lan-
guage in the primary EFL classroom before presenting results of her study on train-
ing German primary EFL teachers to use ‘phonics’ – a method originally devised for 
teaching reading and writing to first language English learners. After describing the 
method and its adaptation for the EFL context she concludes by discussing the po-
tential of phonics for teaching the written skills in early EFL education as well as the 
competencies and knowledge teachers need in order to use this method effectively.

The final section of this book ‘Professional competencies and beliefs of primary 
EFL teachers’ contains four chapters investigating the knowledge, competencies and 
beliefs of teachers in primary EFL education. Relating to the idea that teachers pos-
sess subject-specific competencies and beliefs Bianca Roters provides a literature re-
view about classifications and empirical studies regarding EFL teachers’ professional 
knowledge. She also explores studies investigating the career choices of EFL teachers 
stressing the relevance of biographical factors influencing the future professional 
development. She concludes with a call for more empirical research – long term but 
also in mixed-methods designs – based on the notion that more empirical evidence 
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with robust results is needed about the effects of (EFL) teacher education on teach-
ers’ development.

One rather new development in research on teacher professionalism is the at-
tempt to measure professional competencies of teachers. Several studies in Germany 
were conducted in the last few years, mainly projects in which researchers from 
various disciplines collaborated (e. g. COACTIV, see Kunter et al., 2013). On the ba-
sis of these it is possible to explore the relationship between teacher competencies 
and teaching quality as well as the impact on learning outcomes. However, because 
of the complex nature of this type of research there still is a variety of unanswered 
questions, e. g. concerning the type of test instruments to be favoured (e. g. open or 
closed items or video vignettes) or whether researchers can agree on the same con-
struct definitions (see e. g. Aufschnaiter & Blömeke, 2010). Despite these challenges 
Johannes König initiated the so-called PKE project (‘Professional competence of EFL 
teachers: Foreign Language Pedagogical Content Knowledge of Pre-Service Teach-
ers – Concept, Measurement, and Validation’) in which an instrument for assessing 
pre-service EFL teachers’ competencies was developed based on a theoretical model 
of EFL teacher competencies. Together with his colleagues Sandra Lammerding, 
Günter Nold, Andreas Rohde, Sarah Strauß and Sarantis Tachtsoglou he presents first 
findings from this project, gives examples of the test items and discusses whether 
this test for pre-service EFL secondary school teacher students could be adapted for 
the primary EFL sector as well.

Henning Rossa presents his longitudinal interview study BELT (‘Beliefs about Ef-
fective Language Teaching’) investigating pre-service primary EFL teachers’ beliefs 
about teaching and learning. His findings include the notion that participants’ pro-
fessional identities and self-concepts do indeed develop further during their school-
based practical training (‘second phase’; Cortina & Thames, 2013) while there are 
at the same time some relatively stable beliefs. He concludes by posing some open 
questions relating to the need of providing continuity in teacher education as well 
as the need for adaptable organizational structures of teacher training in order to 
meet individual needs. His findings are a powerful reminder that future teachers 
just starting their teacher education (already) have highly influential beliefs that do 
affect their learning.

This book concludes with a chapter by Ann-Cathrin Deters-Philipp who inves-
tigates primary EFL teachers target language proficiency addressing a somewhat 
sensitive issue often neglected in FL teacher research. She emphasizes in her study 
that the discourse too often neglects the actual linguistic demands of early FL edu-
cation. She addresses the particular linguistic skills needed by EFL primary school 
teachers and critically discusses whether teacher education in Germany is able to 
provide the necessary competencies. One of the findings of her interview study with 
21 primary EFL teachers is that the formal teacher qualification – in her study only 
seven teachers had a university degree in EFL education – does not fully explain 
differences in the self-perception of the teachers’ linguistic abilities. Individual and 
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biographical factors also affect the teachers’ classroom practices and subsequently 
impact on pupils’ learning outcomes.

3 Outlook: Future research on primary EFL teacher education

All contributors to this volume convened at the conference ‘The professional devel-
opment of in-service and pre-service primary EFL teachers. National and interna-
tional research’ at the University of Vechta, Germany, on January 22–23, 2016. The 
conference gave everyone the chance to present their projects to the research com-
munity and use the feedback for writing up their research papers for this volume. 
Aside from discussing the presenters’ studies a lively debate amongst presenters and 
other conference guests on research in the field of primary EFL education ensued 
in the sessions continuing into the coffee and lunch breaks. Especially noteworthy 
in all these conversations was the general consensus that an increase in research 
initiatives in the field of primary EFL education is indispensable. Thus, in the clos-
ing sessions the conference participants decided to pool their ideas and identify the 
most salient research gaps in the field in order to inspire future research studies. 
The following is an attempt to summarize all the contributions made in this regard 
by both presenters and other conference participants. In doing so the authors tried 
hard to do justice to all contributions and hope to represent the entire variety of 
views shared at the conference. As the majority of the conference participants work 
in Germany, many of the themes raised explicitly relate to the status quo of primary 
EFL education in Germany. However, a number of issues raised will be applicable as 
well to other contexts in Europe and beyond. 

• A number of contributors addressed the urgent need to increasingly investigate 
actual classroom practices in early FL education. The underlying theme of several 
of these propositions was the aspect of effectiveness of classroom practice. In 
other words questions were raised on what is actually happening in primary EFL 
classrooms and what are its effects. In addressing this research gap investigators 
might focus on several aspects, for example, the effectiveness of different teach-
ing approaches. In this respect various contributors criticized the apparent focus 
on teaching semantic fields in primary EFL classrooms while at the same time 
neglecting structural aspects of language, written language input or pronuncia-
tion. Further contributions called for exploring methods used in other contexts, 
such as the Phonics method (see Jöckel in this volume), in order to investigate 
their potential for primary FL education. Another aspect raised in the context 
of investigating effectiveness of classroom practices was to include the learn-
ers’ perspectives in doing so. Finally, various contributors addressed the need 
to investigate the actual demands on primary FL teachers in various classroom 
practices as they felt this has too often been neglected in prior studies.
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• The latter aspect emphasizes the role of the teacher in primary EFL education 
and the call for increased research in this area. Several contributors urged to 
explore the particular demands on the teacher in the primary FL classroom which 
then ought to be considered in teacher education. In this context, for example, 
the teacher is very much at the centre of the FL classroom as opposed to the gen-
erally more learner-centred approach of primary education. Also, the so-called 
‘beginners’ paradox’ was mentioned which emphasizes the need for (primary) 
FL teachers to bridge the gap between their learners’ more highly developed 
cognitive skills and their less developed linguistic skills in the FL. As a further 
demand on primary FL teachers the question was raised how teachers can be 
enabled to implement the teaching approaches which have been identified as 
‘good’ or ‘effective’ primary FL teaching approach. 

• This aspect leads to the domain of teacher training which was another topic 
enjoying lively discussions at the conference in the spirit of Terhart’s (2012) re-
minder that we do not know whether teacher education actually works and, if 
it does work, how and based on which mechanisms or resources. Thus, adding 
to the notion of implementing good practice the need to assess primary EFL 
teachers’ competencies and experiences was discussed, for example, regarding 
their language competencies, methodological skills or their intercultural experi-
ences. This was seen as an important prerequisite to ensure that teachers can 
actually fulfil the particular role required of them in the primary FL classroom, 
as sketched out above. In this context it was suggested to determine a minimum 
requirement of competencies, skills and knowledge which future primary FL 
teachers ought to acquire in order to obtain their teaching certificates. The latter 
was raised especially in the context of debating the very diverse qualifications 
held by current primary EFL teachers in very different settings. It also touches 
upon the issue of generalist vs. specialist primary FL teacher: While the ‘general-
ist’ approach has the advantage of age-appropriateness and allows for the same 
form/class teacher to teach various subjects in a primary class, the ‘specialist’ 
approach has the benefit of a teacher specially qualified to meet the particular 
demands of primary FL teaching to this particular age group. A final aspect dis-
cussed in the context of primary FL teacher training was the call for increased 
continuity in all phases of teacher education, i. e. pre- and in-service training. 

• This aspect links up to the element of policy making in the context of primary FL 
education and the need for continuous curricula, i. e. the intertwining of primary 
and secondary school curricula for EFL education, which is still a deficit in many 
places. In this regard teachers on both primary and secondary level seem to find 
it difficult to implement educational innovations and further research is needed 
to explore how such innovations in the EFL classroom can be implemented in a 
way that teachers actually believe in them and are motivated to incorporate them 
in their own teaching practices. In this context the significance of teacher beliefs 
was raised which have been identified as a major factor in teachers’ classroom 
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practices in any school subject. It was seen that especially in the field of primary 
EFL education there is a great need to investigate teachers’ mindsets, its impact 
on their teaching practices and whether teachers’ beliefs and attitudes can be at 
all influenced through teacher training. In this context especially teachers’ (and 
teacher educators’) self-reflection appears to be of paramount importance and 
ought to be further investigated.

The Vechta conference was a memorable, inspiring and thought-provoking event 
and the convenors would like to express their gratitude to the following institu-
tions and persons for their indispensable support: All presenters who embraced our 
idea and through accepting our invitation turned it into reality, resulting in both a 
conference and this book. The conference was made possible through sponsorship 
from the Ministry for Science and Culture Lower Saxony, the German Society for 
Foreign Language Research (DGFF), the University of Vechta and the University 
of Vechta Society. Various members of staff from the English Department of the 
University of Vechta supported the hosting of the conference by organizing about 
a thousand little details, especially Doris Blömer, Janina Ehmke, Benjamin Möbus 
and Rebecca Schlieckmann. Finally, as editors of this volume we would like to thank 
Amelie Nölker, teacher student at the University of Vechta, for her meticulous work 
in formatting all incoming manuscripts.
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