Training Confident Primary Modern Foreign Language Teachers
Alex Woodgate-Jones, University of Southampton

Paper presented at the Annual Conference of the British Educational Research Association, UMIST, 15-18 September, 2004
The research context

In December 2002 the DfES published a new policy statement on language learning (DfES 2002) which outlined the government’s strategy for modern foreign languages over the next decade. One of its ambitions is to offer all primary school children an entitlement to study a modern foreign language (MFL) throughout Key Stage 2 by 2012.  This is not the first attempt to expand MFL teaching and learning into primary education. An extensive pilot scheme was carried out in the 1960s and 70s, introducing French into primary schools. This was discontinued after the NFER evaluation of its success was published in 1974. It was claimed that one of the principal reasons for the failure of the scheme was the inadequate training of teachers (Burstall et al 1974). In order to avoid the mistakes of this previous initiative, this issue must be addressed (QCA 2001).
As a result, the Primary Language Teacher Training Project was established in 2001. Originally consisting of 6 HEIs, by 2004 this number had increased to 25 providers offering the PMFL (Primary Modern Foreign Language) specialism as part of PGCE or BEd courses.

The educational aims of introducing MFLs into primary schools are multiple but essentially focus on developing a degree of language competence and intercultural understanding (DfES 2002). Currently there is no consensus on how MFLs should be taught in primary schools and there is much debate over whether linguistic competence should be the main objective of PMFL teaching or whether it should have a much broader remit, focusing on broader educational aims including intercultural understanding. 
Against this background it is not surprising that it appears as though this difference of opinion is reflected amongst PMFL providers. According to OfSTED: “ITT providers have not agreed on the most important elements that should be given priority in initial training.”( OfSTED 2003) 
It is clear that in order for future primary modern foreign language teachers to be able to teach both these aspects of PMFL learning, they will need to be confident of their own linguistic competence and intercultural understanding. What is not clear at present is how to develop these skills on an already very intensive PGCE course.

Aims of the research

What are the most important educational purposes for teaching MFLs in primary schools? As yet, this question has no definitive answer. Despite the aims stated in official documentation, it is the teachers themselves who will be delivering the programme and given that to date there are no statutory guidelines for PMFL, teachers’ beliefs will dictate the way they teach. This research therefore explores the tutors’ and trainees’ beliefs about why modern foreign languages should be taught in Primary schools and what they believe to be the most important educational purposes.
This project also investigates the experience and qualifications of the trainees following the PMFL specialism as there is very little time on an already intensive PGCE course to enhance the trainees’ own linguistic competence and cultural understanding. The research explores how different ITT providers have tackled this potential difficulty. 
Most providers do not include developing trainees’ linguistic competence or cultural understanding as part of their taught course aims but use the School Based Training (SBT) period abroad to satisfy this need. The research therefore investigates whether this is indeed an effective strategy that enables the trainees to feel confident in their abilities and whether there are other benefits to spending a month of School Based Training abroad.
Methodology

The following data were collected during the period from November 2003 to July 2004:

· Questionnaire 1 to all course tutors of providers currently offering a primary MFL specialism on a PGCE course at beginning of course (75% returned)
· Questionnaire 1 to all trainees following an MFL specialism as part of a Primary PGCE course at the beginning of their course (75% returned)
· 6 semi structured interviews were carried out with a representative sample of course tutors to validate the data gathered from the questionnaires (an established and a new provider were chosen from the North, Midlands and the South)

· 6 focus groups with trainees were conducted following the same sampling basis in order to find out whether there were any other issues the trainees’ felt were relevant which had not been addressed in the questionnaires.
· Questionnaire 2 (at the end of the course) to all course tutors who had returned the original questionnaire (64 % returned) 
· Questionnaire 2 (at the end of the course) to all trainees  from ITT institutions who returned questionnaire 1 (64% returned)
Overview of main findings/discussion
The main findings are organised under the following headings:

1. Recruitment and previous experience of trainees

2. Tutors’ and trainees’ perceptions of the aims of PMFL
3. ITT course designs
4. School based training abroad

1.Qualifications and previous experience of trainees
Qualifications

Highest linguistic qualifications:
· 53% of trainees have at least part of their degree in a modern foreign language.

· 39% have “A” level (or equivalent)

· 7% have GCSE (or equivalent)

· 1% have no formal qualifications

“A” level (or equivalent) is generally the minimum requirement for most ITT providers for trainees wishing to follow the PMFL specialism, although most also stated that degree level qualifications were preferable. The recommendations of the QCA project to study the feasibility of introducing the teaching of a modern foreign language into the statutory curriculum at Key Stage 2 (Powell et al 2001) were that students following the PMFL specialism as part of a PGCE course should have an “element of foreign language learning (at the equivalent of A level or higher) as part of their degree.”

The findings of this project could be interpreted in two very different ways. They could be used to show that 92% of the trainees do indeed have the level of linguistic qualification suggested. However they could also be interpreted as showing that 39% have an “A” level or equivalent which did not form part of a degree course and 8% have a lower qualification than this. 
Prior Experience of trainees
Time spent abroad by trainees prior to registering on PGCE courses (in country of target language):
· 44% have spent more than 6 months living abroad

· 24% have spent 1-6 months living abroad

· 29% have spent little or no time living abroad 

(3% of trainees are bilingual and have grown up in both UK and in the country where the target language is spoken)

Not surprisingly it was found that there was a strong positive correlation between the trainees’ linguistic qualification and their confidence in their linguistic ability (0.51). However it was also found that there was no significant correlation between linguistic qualification and trainees’ confidence in their understanding of the target culture. The amount of time the trainees had spent abroad was a stronger predictor of their confidence in their linguistic competence (0.54) as well as their understanding of the target culture (0.54).
Even at the end of the PGCE course, there was still a positive correlation between the amount of time spent abroad before the course and the trainees’ confidence in their linguistic competence (0.42) and cultural understanding (0.37) when they qualified. For this sample size (210) these values of the Spearmans rank correlation coefficient are highly significant.
Implications

Given that the most important determinant of trainees’ perceived linguistic competence as well as their cultural understanding is the amount of experience the trainees have had abroad prior to starting the course, it is a concern that so many are beginning their courses with so little. This fact is supported by the low ratings that 41% of trainees gave themselves at the beginning of their courses.

It is interesting to note that although most courses stipulate “A” level (or equivalent) as the entry requirement to follow the PMFL specialism on their PGCE courses, they are also flexible and stated that sufficient experience abroad would also be taken into account. According to the findings of this research, this should perhaps be as important a requirement as a linguistic qualification.
2. Tutors’ and trainees’ perceptions of the aims of PMFL
Tutors and trainees were asked to rate 5 different educational aims of PMFL in order of importance (as well as being given the opportunity to add their own). The five criteria chosen were based on an earlier Initial Teacher Training Survey carried out by Powell et al (2000) investigating the opinions of those working in institutions offering ITT training in MFL.

Tutors and trainees were asked to allocate a number from 1-5 to each aspect: 1=most important, 5=least important.
· Developing children’s linguistic competence

The trainees differed greatly in their opinion of the importance of linguistic competence. Overall it was considered to be the third most important aim of PMFL, although almost as many trainees felt it was one of the least important aspects as thought it was one of the most. 
The tutors’ views on the importance of this aspect of PMFL were also polarised. Most either gave it a rating of 1 or 5 with few in between. Similarly to the trainees, almost as many tutors felt it was the least important aim of PMFL as thought it was the most important.
· Developing an understanding of modern foreign language learning that can be applied to other languages

In both questionnaires, the trainees felt this was the fourth most important aspect of PMFL. This is in sharp contrast to the tutors who felt this was the second most important aim of PMFL. It is interesting to note that the trainees did not change their opinion between the beginning of the course and the end, suggesting that they were not influenced by their tutors’ beliefs. 
· Enhancing children’s understanding of the nature and usage of the English language

This aspect was not rated highly by trainees or tutors. Overall it was regarded as the least important factor in PMFL learning.

No tutors rated this as a 1 or a 2, and by the end of the course, 83% of trainees gave it a rating of 4 or 5.

· Developing children’s cultural awareness

In the first questionnaire this was the second most important aim of PMFL according to trainees, but by the end of the course it had dropped down to third (having swopped places with linguistic competence)

The tutors felt that cultural understanding was very close to being the second most important educational aim of PMFL.
· Developing motivation for future language learning

Both trainees and tutors considered this to be the most important aim of PMFL.

	
	TUTOR
	TRAINEE Q1
	TRAINEE Q2



	1

Most important
	Motivation
	Motivation
	Motivation



	2
	Transferable understanding
	Cultural understanding
	Linguistic competence

	3
	Cultural understanding
	Linguistic competence
	Cultural understanding



	4
	Linguistic competence
	Transferable understanding
	Transferable understanding

	5

Least important
	Enhance English
	Enhance English 
	Enhance English


Overall, by the end of their courses, trainees rated developing children’s motivation for future language learning and developing their linguistic competence as the most important aims of PMFL.

Tutors rated developing children’s motivation for future language learning and developing a transferable understanding of MFL learning as being the most important (very closely followed by cultural understanding).
These findings do not entirely concur with earlier findings by Powell et al (2000) who found that the MFL PGCE tutors involved in their project strongly favoured “more general, liberal educational purposes such as developing cultural awareness and broadening the curriculum, and rather less emphasis upon specific purposes such as improving competence and skill in language learning.” 

From the findings of this project tutors certainly seem to favour general educational purposes but of equal importance is the aim of developing children’s skills in language learning. It is also important to remember that although as a group tutors rated developing linguistic competence as 4th (out of 5), opinions were polarised with many tutors considering it to be the most important aim of PMFL.
Powell et al also found that enhancing and extending competence in the English language was considered to be an important educational purpose of teaching an MFL in Key Stage 2. This finding was not repeated in this project. Both the trainees and the tutors rated this as the least important aspect of PMFL. 

These apparent disparities may be because the participants in Powell et al’s survey were mainly involved directly in secondary MFL training, whereas this project focused entirely on ITT tutors currently specialising in Primary MFL training. 

3. Course Design

Tutors were asked how their courses were structured and to what extent they were balanced between promoting a cultural awareness approach of PMFL and a linguistic competence approach.
20% of tutors said that there was a 50:50 balance on their course

65% of tutors said there was a bias towards promoting a linguistic competence approach

15% of tutors said there was a bias towards promoting a cultural awareness approach

This finding is surprising given the earlier finding that tutors believed raising children’s cultural understanding was more important than developing their linguistic competence. It was found that there was no correlation between a tutor’s own beliefs and the structure of the courses they have designed. It would be very interesting to explore this further. 
Trainees were asked whether/how the taught course (not including the school based training abroad) had improved:

1. their understanding of PMFL methodology

2. their linguistic competence

3. their understanding of the target culture

PMFL methodology was found to be the main focus of all the courses that took part in the project. This included delivering sessions on learning theories and specifically Second Language Acquisition theories, exploring different Schemes of Work and sharing activities to be carried out in the classroom.

The majority of trainees (58%) felt that the taught course had not improved their cultural understanding all. Most of those that did mentioned only spending time comparing educational systems. 

44% of trainees felt that the taught course had not improved their own linguistic competence. Of those that said it had, 21% said during taught sessions they had learned classroom vocabulary.

26% of trainees said they had benefited from self study.  

.

Most institutions provide resources for self study and some conduct a linguistic audit with the trainees. This finding supports Sharpe (1999) who suggested that due to lack of time on a PGCE course it may be possible for ITT providers to identify targets for improvement and then make it the trainee’s professional responsibility to meet them. However this project found that precisely because of the lack of time the trainees have on a PGCE course, many said that although the resources were available, they were unable to make use of them.

A small minority of trainees felt that their cultural understanding and linguistic competence did not need to improve as they rated themselves very highly in these areas. 

It would appear from the findings that trainees are expected to develop their linguistic competence and their cultural understanding (where necessary) during their school based training abroad. The next section will examine whether this is feasible and whether it does actually happen.
4. School based training abroad
Trainees were asked to comment on the benefits to them of their month of SBT abroad. 

· 28% of trainees mentioned linguistic improvements

· 21% mentioned being able to compare the theoretical underpinnings of the UK education system with that of the host country
· 17% mentioned an improved understanding of the educational system of the host country
· 11% mentioned increased confidence

· 10% mentioned cultural understanding

It is perhaps surprising that only 28% mentioned improving their own linguistic competence during the SBT abroad. However, although the majority of trainees did not specifically comment on this, a comparison of their ratings of their abilities pre and post course show that they have made significant improvements. This is also true of their cultural understanding. The mean average for linguistic competence went up from 5.77 to 7.38 (out of 10) and for cultural understanding it rose from 6.7 to 8.08. 
This finding is supported by the tutors’ replies in the second questionnaire where very few have concerns about the trainees’ abilities in these 2 areas by the end of the course.

It is interesting to note that whereas 28% of trainees specifically mentioned gains in linguistic competence, only 10% did the same for cultural understanding. It is possible that trainees do not

value gains in cultural understanding as highly due to the bias towards linguistic competence in most course designs. 

It could also be argued that an improved understanding of the education system is in itself part of an improved cultural understanding, although the trainees did not state this.

Anecdotal evidence from several course tutors backed up by evidence gathered from focus groups with trainees would suggest an unexpected result of the comparison of education systems. Some trainees return to the UK believing they have seen “how not to teach” while abroad and that the UK education system is much better than the host country’s. One tutor in particular was so concerned by this that they have decided to dedicate more time of the course fully preparing trainees so that they will understand the rationale behind different education systems and will be able to appreciate the benefits of both.
Conclusion

The findings of this research project have shown that:
· Experience abroad before the course even begins is the strongest predictor of trainees’ confidence in linguistic ability and cultural understanding at the end. This could have implications for recruitment and entry requirements.
· There is a great difference in beliefs as to the educational purposes of learning and teaching modern foreign languages in primary schools (among both tutors and trainees). This has implications for ITT course designs and will also affect the type of MFL provision in primary classrooms.

· On ITT courses at present there is a bias towards a linguistic competence approach possibly at the expense of developing children’s cultural awareness.
· By the end of their courses the majority of trainees are confident in their linguistic ability and their cultural understanding.
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