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1 Introduction 

In this thesis, I study early English language learning and teaching in Finland, focusing 

on teachers’ and teacher trainees’ perceptions of teaching English to young learners. By 

young learners I refer to 1st and 2nd graders in Finland, who turn seven the year they 

start school. As it was decided in the Autumn of 2018 that all Finnish students will 

hence start studying their first foreign (A1) language from the 1st grade, this is a topic 

that is a relatively new phenomenon in Finland and therefore worth studying. This 

change took place from January 2020 in all Finnish schools (Hahl and Pietarila 2021). 

Some schools in Finland had been teaching English from the 1st grade prior to this, so it 

has been a growing trend already for some time. The foreign language to be taught is 

generally English and it is taught one hour each week, or more, if the municipality funds 

extra resources for it (Hahl and Pietarila 2021, 715).      

What motivates the inclusion of foreign languages in young learners’ curriculum is the 

hypothesis of the brain not being fully developed at this stage, resulting in better 

learning outcomes. Children go through different acquisition stages when they start 

learning a second language and I will also discuss the concept of the critical period 

hypothesis. Furthermore, the Minister of Education in 2018, Sanni Grahn-Laasonen, 

stated that the fact that children start to learn their A1 language earlier makes use of the 

critical period for learning languages. 

In my thesis, I will look at early English language teaching and learning from a general 

perspective, focusing on its advantages and disadvantages, then through a questionnaire 

study teachers’ and teacher trainees’ ideas and thoughts on the matter. I expected 

teachers to name both advantages and disadvantages to ELT. Since not much previous 

research has studied this from a teachers’ or students’ perspective in Finland, I find it 

therefore to be a valuable topic to study. Furthermore, I will consider some ways in 

which early English language teaching could be improved through earlier research and 

through my findings in this study. On the next page, I introduce my research questions 

for this study. 

 

 



2 

 

 

The research questions: 

1. What kinds of attitudes do teachers and teacher trainees have concerning early 

English language learning and teaching in the context of Finnish primary 

schools? 

2. What benefits and hindrances have been found to early foreign language 

learning in previous research? 

3. By what means could early English language teaching and learning be made 

more successful?  

1.1 Terminology 

I use the term ‘early’ when referring to starting to learn a language at a young age, 

specifically during the ages 6 to 7, as it is widely used in both EFL and ESL research 

(e.g., Meriläinen and Piispanen 2019). In addition, I will use the term young learners 

when referring to children from the age seven to nine. This term is also widely used in 

early foreign language research, (e.g., Enever 2015). In addition, I use the term ‘EFL’ 

when referring to English as a foreign language, as the term is widely used (e.g., de 

Wolf et al. 2017). Similar terms which are used throughout this study are ELL, 

indicating Early language learning (e.g., Enever 2016) and ELT, indicating Early 

language teaching (e.g., de Wolf et al. 2017). Moreover, I use the term ESL to talk about 

English as a second language, as used in for instance by Othman and Kiely (2016). 

Finally, I use the terms L1 and L2 to refer to a student’s first and second language (e.g., 

Haznedar 2015). 

2 Literature review 

I decided to study early English language learning and teaching in Finland, since it is a 

topic I am very much interested in and have some personal experience of. One of the 

main themes in early language learning research is the question of whether early 

English language learning and teaching has benefits. This is discussed for example in 

De Wolf et al. (2017) who focus mainly on students’ oral fluency. In addition, they 

discuss how exposure to English outside the classroom has a greater effect on oral 

fluency than early language teaching on its own. Hahl et al. (2020) have studied the 

practical challenges teachers and other educators faced in early foreign language 
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teaching. Their survey showed that although many teachers had a positive attitude to the 

subject, there were also challenges in implementation. Furthermore, Huhta and Leontjev 

(2019) have also focused on the practical side of early foreign language teaching, by 

giving teachers the chance to give recommendations on how to improve it. 

Another key theme is the critical period hypothesis, which refers to the idea that before 

a certain age, children seem to learn a new language effortlessly and successfully, while 

older learners often struggle (Nikolov 2009). Schouten (2009) argues that although the 

Critical Period Hypothesis has been widely researched, researchers have not yet reached 

a clear consensus on what kind of role age and maturation play in acquiring a second 

language. Othman and Kiely (2016) have discussed preservice teachers’ beliefs and 

practices concerning teaching English to young learners. In my study, I will also discuss 

teacher trainees’ ideas and experiences in teaching English as a foreign language to 

young learners.   

 

2.1 Advantages 

As already mentioned, De Wolf et al. (2017) focus on the benefits of starting to learn a 

language early, focusing on learning English in the context of a Dutch elementary 

school. They found a positive effect on the students’ oral fluency. While that effect is 

marginal (2017, 341) they found that exposure to English outside school has a far 

greater effect on the students’ oral fluency than simply starting to learn English early at 

school (341). Furthermore, they identified different factors which could possibly make 

early English language teaching more successful, such as implementing more classroom 

exposure to English (2017, 342). One to two hours per week is hardly ever a sufficient 

amount when learning a language, but this is often the case in most of the EU. In 

Finland, too, English is taught one hour per week for 1st and 2nd graders. 

The advantages to starting to learn English early De Wolf et al. identified include longer 

utterances and fewer pauses compared to late starters, due to easier access to the words 

from their mental lexicon. In addition, they found that being exposed to English outside 

school renders a positive effect on students’ oral fluency, concerning their speech and 

articulation rate (348). 
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In sum, the findings of De Wolf et al. suggest that early foreign language teaching is 

likely to be more effective if out-of-school exposure is considered when planning 

lessons (348). This could be achieved by for instance encouraging students to use the 

language in class that they encounter online. In addition, most pupils enjoy playing 

games on their phone or listening to music in English (348), and De Wolf et al. 

recommend that students should be encouraged to use English as much as possible 

during their free time, such as watching TV or videos with English subtitles (349). 

These types of activities could then be used as input for activities taking place in the 

classroom (349). Furthermore, for early English language learning to be more effective, 

they suggest a more intensive programme for learning English at school rather than 

having one to two hours of instruction each week over a long period of time (2017, 

349).  

Concerning further advantages to starting to learn English early, the Critical Period 

Hypothesis (CPH) is often used as a justification. As argued by Nikolov (2009), prior to 

a certain age, children seem to pick up a language more effortlessly and in a more 

successful way, than those who start to learn a language later on (Nikolov 2009, 2). 

Older learners often seem to struggle compared to younger learners. Furthermore, 

Nikolov also stresses that although older children acquire a language faster than 

younger children, the early starters will outperform adult starters eventually. Young 

learners do learn slower than older learners (2009, 4), which is something that must be 

considered. In addition, there is no guarantee that all early starters would eventually 

reach native-level proficiency in that language (2009, 5).  

Whether native-level proficiency is achieved for early starters depends heavily on the 

teacher. Most teachers teaching young learners are not native speakers of the language 

they are teaching (Nikolov, 2009). For instance, most teachers in Finland who now 

teach English to 1st and 2nd graders, are not native speakers of English or have such a 

level of English. This is due to the fact that many of them are class teachers. As young 

learners still need to be instructed mostly in Finnish, it would be very difficult to have a 

teacher speaking English only. Another issue Nikolov highlights is the fact that very 

limited amount of time is reserved for early language learning (ELL) (2009, 6). In sum, 

Nikolov does include some benefits of early language learning: young children who are 

exposed to the language early usually acquire the sound system relatively easily. In 
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addition, they have lower anxiety levels and are more motivated, as they have more time 

to learn the language (2009, 10). Lastly, she states that ELL may affect learners’ 

cognitive, affective, and metacognitive development over the years (2009, 10). These 

outcomes should be studied more in a systematic way. This is an area where further 

research is needed. 

Enever (2015) also discusses some benefits to starting to learn English early. Like De 

Wolf et al., Enever also raises the fact that out-of-school exposure to English has a 

potential effect on children’s learning of English. She lists digital media as having an 

increasing influence on children’s acquisition of English, based on recent evidence 

(2015, 14). Enever discusses how many EU countries have now started to teach English 

in primary schools, in 2012 the figure already being 72 per cent of all elementary 

schools in the EU (2015, 15). Furthermore, she discusses how early English language 

learning has gained ground on the basis of it being learned successfully by young 

learners in bilingual home environments and in the setting of immersion schooling 

(2015, 16). This has led to policymakers, many researchers and parents assuming that 

similar results could be achieved in the context of a regular classroom. However, an 

ordinary classroom lacks the peace and quiet found in the home, and a large number of 

students in class in addition to only 1 to 2 hours of instruction per week do not provide a 

similar setting to acquiring English effortlessly (2015, 16).  

Enever also reviews studies in neuroscience which show that a child’s brain functions 

differently compared to the adult brain (16). This fact is often employed as an advantage 

to starting to learn a language early, as a child’s brain is less developed. However, 

according to Enever, much more research is still needed in this area to see how the age 

factor relates to neuroscience before definite conclusions can be drawn on the matter 

(17). Studies in neuroscience have found that language learning does appear to get 

harder the older you get (18). For ELL to be successful, certain conditions should exist, 

according to Enever (18). Not only language teachers should be able to carry out 

successful ELL lessons, but all teachers, regardless of their age and experience, should 

be able to implement them successfully.  

Further advantages include young children’s ability to use the paralinguistic features of 

communication, such as facial expressions, intonation and gestures, when learning a 

new language (19). Young children are very tolerant when it comes to guessing the 
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meaning of something and being able to tolerate ambiguity (19). Children are more 

focused on being able to communicate, instead of being accurate and they make more 

mistakes, as they are not so worried about saying something incorrect, as older children 

often are. Another advantage to ELL is according to Enever the fact that young children 

enjoy song and play, and thus become easily engaged in those kinds of activities in the 

classroom (2015, 19). In addition, young children compared to older children have an 

instinct for interaction and talk, meaning that interactive exercises for learning English 

are easily carried out successfully, as most children are very curious and love to talk 

(2015, 20). 

Other studies Enever discusses also provide similar advantages to starting to learn 

English early, for instance stating that they acquire the sound system of a new language, 

including pronunciation and intonation, easily (2015, 20). Young children are less 

anxious than older children, as they are able to be creative with language and invent 

new words. In sum, according to earlier research on ELL, Enever concludes that starting 

to learn English early may have an effect on educational aims as a whole, such as 

influencing children’s cognitive, linguistic, emotional and social skills (2015, 21).  

In sum, Enever has identified specific success factors: Teachers must be experts of their 

own field and know how to teach age-appropriately (23). Furthermore, the students 

must have internal motivation, there should be realistic aims for learning the language 

and the role of learning outside school must be taken into account. Her conclusion is 

that policymakers should now invest in appropriate conditions for implementation, so 

that the advantages of ELL can come to pass (27). The aims and expected outcomes of 

ELL should also be looked at realistically, not expecting every student to acquire native 

level proficiency of English as an adult.  

 

2.2 Disadvantages of Early Foreign Language Learning 

Through earlier research, many positive effects of early foreign language learning have 

been noted. Now I will turn to the disadvantages of ELL, as several factors need to be 

considered for an early start to be successful. Enever argues that there are also 

disadvantages to early language learning (2015: 21), for example the fact that young 

children have a less developed knowledge of how a language works. Older learners, on 
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the other hand, are able to grasp new concepts quicker, as they already have some 

experience of grammar and overall better literacy skills (2015, 21). Younger learners 

also learn languages slower, so it takes them a long time to understand how the new 

language they are learning really works. In addition, older learners have already 

developed their own learning strategies, such as how to take notes effectively, while 

younger learners are only starting to learn these things (2015, 22).  

For early English language learning to be successful, Enever lists some themes, 

including teacher expertise, the role of motivation, creating continuity of learning, 

setting realistic goals and considering the role of out-of-school learning (2015, 22). 

Teacher expertise refers to an advanced level of language fluency, especially in oral 

fluency, in addition to being able to use age-appropriate methods in teaching (2015, 22). 

In many European contexts, this advanced level of language fluency has been set at a 

minimum of B2, based on CEFR, the Common European Framework of Reference for 

Languages from 2001 (2015, 23). Based on evidence from Hungary Enever argues that 

if teachers lack the skill of creating an engaging and age-appropriate lesson for young 

learners due to insufficient training, many of the benefits of an early start can be lost 

(2015, 23). Therefore, if teachers fail to create meaningful and age-appropriate lessons 

for young learners, it can decrease learner motivation (2015, 23). 

Enever argues that maintaining learner motivation over time is a challenge and 

something teachers should pay attention to for an early start to be successful (2015, 24). 

Furthermore, the expected outcomes of an early start should be made clear, for it to be 

effective (2015, 25). Enever also reminds us that only one to two hours per week of 

language instruction is  unlikely to result in substantial progress (2015, 26), which may 

well lead to learners feeling unmotivated and frustrated. Lastly, the impact of out-of-

school learning on students’ language skills is an important aspect to consider (2015, 

26). Enever discusses studies which have found that watching subtitled films and TV, 

for instance, rendered a positive effect on the learners’ listening and reading skills 

(2015, 26). Listening to music and playing games also had some effect on their English 

skills, although to a lesser extent (2015, 26).  

The introduction of early language learning is often motivated by the Critical period 

Hypothesis (CPH) (Schouten 2009). This hypothesis predicts that the earlier students 

start learning a language, the better (2009). The critical, or sensitive period for language 
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learning, is said to exist before children reach a certain age, usually around puberty 

(2009, 1). Children have an advantage in learning a language before this age and they 

can more easily reach a nativelike performance in a given language, as has been noted 

by some scholars (2009, 1). CPH is often used as a justification for starting to learn a 

language in the 1st grade in Finland, but I will argue that by itself it cannot be used to 

justify an early start. 

Continuing with Schouten, he explores factors supporting and opposing the Critical 

Period Hypothesis, concluding that although CPH has been widely researched, no clear 

consensus on what kind of role age and maturation play in acquiring a second language 

has been reached (2009, 12). Furthermore, he states that nativelike performance in a 

language is difficult to define and is an issue yet to be solved (2009, 12). In sum, the 

critical period is difficult to define, including when it begins and ends, which aspects of 

language it affects and how absolute the effects of it are in language learning (2009, 14). 

Thus I think it is fair to state that the critical period alone cannot be used to justify the 

use of early foreign language learning in schools. 

Genesee (2014) also explores the hindrances to early foreign language learning, 

focusing on learning English as a second language. Again, he examines whether starting 

to learn English early as a second language always has benefits (2014, 26). Genesee 

states that in general young learners are expected to acquire a second language quickly 

and effortlessly by simply being exposed to the target language (2014, 26). 

Furthermore, young children are open and eager to learn a new language (Genesee 

2014, 26). How students learning an L2 (second language) early in a school setting 

compare to students learning an L2 in non-school settings is the focus of his article 

(Genesee 2014, 26-27). Genesee stresses the fact that the data on the effects of age in L2 

learning are chiefly founded on learning taking place in non-school settings. Therefore, 

the data is far removed from what early language learning consists of in actual schools 

(2014, 27).  

In conclusion, some evidence exists on why starting to learn a second language in 

school early is not always better than starting it at a later time (Genesee 2014, 27). 

Genesee lists some of these reasons, such as the fact that older pupils already have a 

well-developed first language, including literacy skills in their L1 (2014, 28). In 

addition, learning a second language is much easier if students are learning an L2 which 
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is typologically similar to their L1 (2014, 28). Along similar lines, De Wolf et al. also 

concluded that since older students are already familiar with language concepts, they 

can effortlessly translate them into the new foreign language (De Wolf et al. 2017, 347). 

In sum, Genesee concludes that the quality and effectiveness of instruction may well be 

more important than when the learning takes place in time (2014, 29). For an early start 

to be advantageous, effective instruction in schools is critical (2014, 29).  

In sum, numerous hindrances to early English language learning were addressed in this 

chapter. Young learners learn slower and lack the literacy skills that older learners 

already possess, such as how to take notes and having a basic knowledge of grammar 

(Enever 2015). In addition, teacher expertise and motivation play a part in the success of 

an early start (Enever 2015). I agree with Enever’s statement, as it is difficult for young 

children to remain motivated over the years if the activities which are carried out in 

class are unsuitable to their age. Keeping young learners motivated for the duration of 

45 minutes is a challenge, which is why kinaesthetic activities for example should be 

used often. 

In addition, the CPH alone cannot be used to justify early language learning, as 

researchers have yet to reach consensus on its effects to language learning (Schouten 

2009). Still, the critical period was used by the policymakers in Finland to justify 

starting to learn a language in the 1st grade. Now we can argue that for the advantages to 

outweigh the disadvantages in ELL, several factors need to be in place, such as teacher 

expertise, effective and age-appropriate instruction and maintaining learner motivation 

over time. Without considering these factors, an early start is bound to be ineffective. 

 

2.3 Earlier research on Early Foreign Language Learning  

After discussing the benefits and hindrances to early foreign language learning, I will 

look at some further studies on how an early start could be made more successful. As 

argued before, teacher expertise and motivation are important factors contributing to the 

success of an early start. I find that many factors need to be in place for ELL to work, 

including the fact that teachers need to have training on how young children learn a 

language effectively. Enever (2015) sees ELL in a similar way, stating that while the 

potential advantage of starting to learn English early is significant, implementing it in 
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practice is a challenging project (2015, 27). She urges policymakers to fully realise this 

and ensure that the appropriate conditions for early language learning are in place 

without delay (2015, 27). There are two factors which need to be urgently addressed by 

researchers, namely the aims and outcomes of early language learning and teaching 

(2015, 27). At present, a wide range of experiments is taking place worldwide 

concerning the implementation of early English learning (2015, 27).  

Furthermore, Enever discusses what can be expected of an early start to foreign 

language learning in Europe today (2016, 2). From the earlier ELLiE (Early Language 

Learning in Europe) study (British Council 2011), it is clear that there is still much to be 

done concerning quality provision in early foreign language learning (2016, 2). This 

remains the case even in countries where students must start to learn a foreign language 

at the age of six or seven years (2016, 2). In Finland today, 1st graders are six or seven 

years old when they start to learn their first foreign language, which is usually English, 

as in many other European countries. As early provision will likely continue to grow, 

she hopes that the remaining weaknesses, such as preparing the teachers with adequate 

resources and training, would be addressed as soon as possible (2016, 9).  

Some ways of improving early foreign language teaching in Finland today are discussed 

by Meriläinen and Piispanen (2019), who propose contextual pedagogy is proposed as 

an aid to teaching young learners (2019, 11). Furthermore, it has been shown that 

outside exposure to English when students are in their free time is, as discussed earlier, 

important for language acquisition (2019, 11). Language is indeed learned while 

communicating, which is why they propose an authentic context for early language 

learning (2019, 11). In addition, they suggest using suitable teaching methods with 

young learners, such as employing functionality and playfulness (2019, 12). The playful 

learning environment in teaching young learners is important for students to be taught 

age-appropriately (2019, 12). Kinaesthetic activities should be used, among others, for 

enabling children to learn the language in a way which is suitable to their age (2019, 

12).  

Moreover, they find benefits to early foreign language learning, as it has positive effects 

on the children’s’ attitudes and motivation in learning a new language (2019, 12). What 

really makes early language learning successful for children consists of having plenty of 

experiences of success, so that their motivation is not weakened and they are able to 
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notice their progress (2019, 13). As motivation is a key factor in language learning, I 

find it is important for children to be encouraged to use the language in the classroom 

without the fear of being judged by the teacher or by their peers. The teachers’ own 

language skills are also important, as the target language should be used in their 

teaching as much as possible (2019, 12).  

Furthermore, they think that early foreign language learning is beneficial since it has 

positive effects on children’s attitudes and motivation in learning a new language (2019, 

12). They also highlight the fact that the teachers’ own language skills are important in 

early language learning and teaching and teachers should use the target language in their 

teaching as much as possible (12). Thus, they stress the importance of teacher expertise, 

as discussed by Enever earlier, for early language learning to be successful. Although 

the young pupils do not understand every word the teacher says, I find it is crucial for 

them to get as much in-class exposure to the language as possible. 

Haznedar explores the reasons for learning another language in early childhood. She  

states that ‘‘a normally developing child can acquire two or more languages with 

varying degrees of proficiency during childhood without much effort, provided that 

sufficient exposure and interactional opportunities are available.’’ (Haznedar 2015, 15-

16). Furthermore, she studies the extent to which do bilingual children outperform 

monolinguals when it comes to performing cognitive and linguistic tasks (2015, 16). 

Haznedar states it is clear that bilinguals have cognitive advantages in several areas, as 

they are used to using two languages early on (2015, 16). Haznedar also discusses the 

relevance of age in language acquisition, arguing that age is still considered crucially 

important but other factors also have a part in the process of learning another language 

(2015, 18). She lists the following as having an effect in learning a L2: the social 

context, motivation and opportunities for using the new language in meaningful 

contexts (2015, 18). Moreover, individual differences children have in learning styles 

and how their social environment responds to their development of their second 

language are also important (2015, 19).    
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2.4 Ideas for improvement 

How to make the most of an early start is also addressed by Pfenninger and Singleton 

(2019, 111). They suggest that several factors contribute to the success of early L2 

instruction, such as literacy skills, motivation, and the impact of classroom experiences, 

among others (2019, 111). Furthermore, earlier studies show that in the long term, 

earlier starters do not maintain the linguistic advantage of starting to learn a language 

early over older starters (2019, 111). They highlight the importance of first having 

mastered the L1 before moving to learning a L2, as students’ literacy skills have an 

effect on how successfully they learn a second language (2019, 112). Moreover, the 

popular belief that young learners are more motivated compared to older learners is not 

found in research (Pfenninger and Singleton 2019, 118). They may be motivated only 

due to their biological age, as their initial high levels of motivation usually seem to be 

shortlived (2019, 118).  

Additionally, Pfenninger and Singleton argue that motivation and the development of 

language proficiency overall rely on the successful transition from primary to secondary 

school (2019, 119). A shift from more student-centered lessons to more teacher-

centered and faster-paced lessons may distract young learners (2019, 119). They suggest 

that this transition from learning a foreign language in primary versus in secondary 

school must be considered as one of the factors affecting the students’ motivation levels 

in learning a L2 (2019, 123). Furthermore, they found that learning a language 

intensively may lead to substantial progress in a relatively short period of time, for both 

early and late starters (2019, 129).  

In sum, an early start, under certain conditions, may render a positive outcome to 

learning a L2 (2019, 130). However, the circumstances for learning should be optimal, 

meaning that the level of teaching has to be of high quality in addition to the high 

quantity of input and the setting should resemble that of a naturalistic one (2019, 130). 

There should also be many opportunities for interacting with a wide range of native 

speakers and a high level of motivation for learning the L2 (2019, 130). In conclusion, 

according to Pfenninger and Singleton, the learning environment as a whole appears to 

influence the success of learning a L2 much more than the cognitive state of the 

individual (2019, 130). The cognitive state of the individual refers to the supposed 
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critical period when learning a language should be easier than later on, as discussed 

earlier.  

In conclusion, for an early start to be successful, teachers need to have training on how 

young children learn a language effectively, in addition to paying attention to the 

learning environment. I find that the aims and outcomes of ELL should be made clear 

for teachers and students, for parents not to assume that each child will reach nativelike 

fluency in English just because they start to learn it in the 1st grade. Other improvements 

that should be considered include age-appropriate methodology and implementation, 

referring to the use of fun, playful and kinaesthetic activities in class. As the learning 

context is significant for ELL, large group sizes should be avoided in schools, for the 

teacher to be able to offer individual help and support to every student as needed. In 

sum, I find that many conditions exist which help in making an early start successful. 

Next I will turn to teachers’ and teacher trainees’ views on teaching young learners. 

 

2.5 Teachers’ and teacher trainees’ perceptions of ELT 

To make early language learning more successful in Finland, I find that teachers’ and 

teacher trainees’ attitudes and practices in teaching young learners need to be examined. 

To start with, Othman and Kiely (2016, 50) explore preservice teachers’ beliefs and 

practices in teaching ESL to young learners. The results of the study indicate that how 

preservice teachers taught in the classroom often did not reflect their beliefs about how 

young learners learn a language in the best way (2016, 50). Time constraints and 

instruction focused on exams hindered them from teaching English in a way that aligns 

with their theoretical knowledge of teaching young learners (2016, 50). For instance, 

most agreed that English should be taught communicatively (2016, 50). They suggest 

that language teacher education should address these issues (2016, 50).  

In recent years, it has been shown that ESL preservice teachers’ attitudes influence their 

classroom instructions (2016, 51). The preservice teachers, even in the teaching 

practicum, come to the classroom already holding preconceived ideas about how to 

approach teaching English (2016, 51). For English language teaching in primary schools 

to be effective, there is a need to examine the beliefs’ and classroom practices of 

preservice teachers (Othman and Kiely 2016, 51-52). They found that most preservice 
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teachers believed that the earlier English is taught to students the better and that a 

communicative approach should be employed when teaching young learners (2016, 53). 

However, when it comes to the preservice teachers instructional practices at a primary 

school, communicative activities were not used by all of the respondents, and only little 

more than 60 per cent taught listening skills in the English classrooms (2016, 54). 

The preservice teachers’ classroom practices relied on their own experiences of learning 

a L2 and their previous English language teachers’ ways of conducting English lessons 

(2016, 55). In their lessons, the preservice teachers focused mainly on form, so teaching 

grammar, fun activities, and using the mother tongue (2016, 55). The majority used a 

deductive approach when teaching English grammar to primary level students (2016, 

56). The fun activities used included employing games, role plays, singing and group 

work when teaching English (2016, 56). Most of the preservice teachers believed in 

using activities which required active participation in their classroom (2016, 56). In 

sum, Othman and Kiely’s findings show that the preservice teachers’ practices in their 

classroom did not always reflect their beliefs about how young learners learn a language 

(2016, 57). This may be due to a tight schedule and lack of support (2016, 58). Teacher 

training programs should address these issues, so that the preservice teachers will be 

better equipped to teaching young learners (2016, 58).  

Finnish teachers’ experiences of teaching EFL to young learners in Finland have been 

analysed by Huhta and Leontjev (2019), who found that most of their respondents had 

had positive experiences in teaching languages to young learners (2019, 25). The 

reasons teachers gave regarding positive experiences were the fact that young students 

were motivated, excited and open to learning English and they learned it easily (2019, 

25). Furthermore, the teachers got positive feedback from the parents, which enhanced 

their positive outlook on teaching young learners (2019, 25). 

Those teachers whose experiences with young learners had been negative referred to  

for instance having to teach too large groups. The teachers found it difficult to use 

kinaesthetic activities in the classroom (Huhta and Leontjev 2019, 25). In addition, the 

scarce number of lessons per week set up by the school proved to be an additional 

challenge for some teachers (2019, 25). Some respondents judged their educational 

background as an English subject teacher to be lacking for teaching young children of 

the ages 6 to 8 (2019, 25). Concerning materials, teachers reported to have used a 
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variety of materials including the internet and social media in addition to materials they 

had created themselves or with their colleagues, like games and songs (2019, 28). 

During this study, the teachers who responded the survey did not yet have access to all 

the published material and books which are available today. This is why most teachers 

did not use books in ELT (2019, 29). 

Hahl et al. have also published a report about teachers’ experiences in ELL in Finland 

(2020, 77). Their results, too, show that in addition to the positive experiences also 

challenges had been faced when teaching young learners (2020, 77). The practical 

challenges, similar to those in Huhta’s and Leontjev’s study (2019) included not having 

any teaching materials, having large groups, inadequate guidelines for pedagogy and 

ambiguity of teaching methods (2020, 78). Hahl et al. also highlight the fact that in 

subject teacher education in Finland, little pedagogy is taught concerning young 

children and how to best support their language learning (2020, 80).  

Furthermore, Hahl et al. found that the pedagogical challenges consisted of 

heterogenous groups leading to differentiation of teaching and issues related to co-

teaching, while the practical challenges faced related to the lack of materials and 

common planning time (2020, 87). Concerning the teachers’ familiarity with certain 

topics in ELT, most were familiar to using various games and playful activities in their 

teaching (2020, 86). When it comes to using plays and drama in their teaching, only less 

than a half of the respondents felt confident in employing these kinds of activities in 

lessons (2020, 86). What is more, about 70 per cent felt they had poor digital skills in 

ELT and lacked liaising with other teachers (2020, 86).  

Although many challenges were reported by the teachers participating in Hahl et al.’s 

study, some good practices were also noted (2020, 93). Kinaesthetic activities, such as 

the use of TPR (Total Physical Response) were useful in ELT, in addition to 

cooperation with other teachers and having small enough groups (2020, 93-97). In sum, 

most respondents had had positive experience in teaching young learners, although 

some challenges were also faced (2020, 98). Many teachers felt they needed more in-

service training on ELL, particularly concerning their digital skills (2020, 98). In 

conclusion, Hahl et al. state that an early start does not necessarily always render only 

positive outcomes (2020, 99). The benefits of ELL are mostly seen in the positive 
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attitudes of the young learners and in addition to in-class input pupils would also largely 

benefit from exposure to the language outside school (2020, 99). 

Lastly I will briefly discuss a recent article on early foreign language teaching in 

Finland on class and subject teachers’ skills in teaching a foreign language early (Hahl 

and Pietarila 2021, 713). They studied what skills and competencies do these teachers 

find important as teachers in ELL, in addition to what kinds of language skills are 

essential (2021, 716). Overall, the teachers participating in this study found that early 

foreign language teachers should be enthusiastic about teaching young children and 

have an ability to motivate and inspire students to learning the language (2021, 722). In 

addition, creating a safe learning environment and employing early years pedagogy in 

teaching were considered to be essential (2021, 722). The ability not to take oneself too 

seriously in front of the students, to be spontaneous and have fun were also considered 

important skills in early foreign language teaching (2021, 722). 

Concerning the necessary language skills teachers should have as early foreign language 

educators the respondents were somewhat divided (2021, 722). Generally speaking, the 

teachers felt it was most important to be a motivated teacher and apply a student-

centered pedagogy rather than to possess a high level competence in the language taught 

(2021, 722). Contradictory views on the teacher’s required language skills were also 

expressed (2021, 723). Hahl and Pietarila found it alarming that some teachers thought 

it was possible for a teacher to learn the foreign language at the same time with the 

students, but this is common in Finland, as many class teachers have to teach a foreign 

language without any experience or training on how to teach languages (2021, 723). 

Educational equality is one of the core values in Finnish education, and this finding is 

certainly worrying (Hahl and Pietarila 2021, 723). Although it is enough for the teachers 

that they possess a basic knowledge of the language and grammar they are teaching, it 

does not fulfil the aims of early foreign language learning in Finland (2021, 723). 

According to Hahl and Pietarila, it is also vital that students learn about cultural aspects 

in the language they are learning early on (Hahl and Pietarila 2021, 723). On the whole, 

further education should be offered to and required of all teachers who lack the 

sufficient skills for teaching young learners, and collaboration between subject and class 

teachers should be increased (2021, 723).  
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To summarise, a few points can be made concerning teachers’ and teacher trainees’ 

perceptions of teaching English to young learners. Firstly, English should be taught 

communicatively, focusing on playful and kinaesthetic activities, to enable students to 

learn age-appropriately. Secondly, group sizes should be made smaller, for the teachers 

to be able to use TPR (Total Response Method) and other kinaesthetic activities in the 

classroom. Thirdly, more in-service training on early years pedagogy should be offered 

to teachers, to make teaching young learners easier. In addition, I find that to make it 

easier for teacher trainees and preservice teachers to teach young learners, courses on 

early years pedagogy should also be offered at university level. Furthermore, I find that 

the language level of the teacher should be at least B2, as suggested by Enever (2015), 

as an advanced level of language fluency, especially oral, helps the teacher in being a 

confident language user. In addition, I find that the ability to pronounce words correctly 

and to teach word stress and intonation are crucial to English, as it is a language in 

which the spelling of a word seldom corresponds to its pronunciation. 

 

3 Data 

The data was collected through a quantitative questionnaire online. I decided to use the 

quantitative method, since it is commonly used when analysing a questionnaire. As my 

questionnaire also included some open questions, these would be analysed as qualitative 

data. The questionnaire was then created via Google Forms. The types of questions 

included in the survey were multiple-choice questions, questions to which participants 

answered by selecting one of the options via the Likert scale, a few close-ended 

questions, clarification questions and some open-ended questions at the end of the 

questionnaire. I selected the types of questions through making use of Dörnyei’s et al. 

book based on constructing a questionnaire (Dörnyei and Taguchi 2010, 11-57). 

They discuss the length of a questionnaire, stating that a questionnaire should rarely 

exceed four pages and it should not take more than half an hour to complete (2010, 13). 

Long questionnaires are difficult because participants may lack the time and stop 

answering the survey midway if they feel they do not have the time to answer 

everything. In my experience, a long questionnaire taking more than 15 minutes to 
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complete often results in the fact that some participants fail to answer each question, 

thus distorting the results and making them harder to analyse. 

Dörnyei et al. also argue that ‘the optimal length is rather short’ (2010, 12). The time 

that respondents are willing to spend on a survey naturally also depends on the 

importance of the topic to them personally (2010, 12). To my mind, teachers often feel 

that their experiences go unnoticed and unheard, which is why most would be willing to 

take part in a questionnaire which is relevant to them and where they can give 

suggestions. Furthermore, Dörnyei et al. argue that a questionnaire should not contain 

any sensitive topics unless it is necessary (2010, 16). This is why confidentiality and 

anonymity are crucial to a questionnaire, and I have also included a consent form at the 

beginning of my survey. Hence, respondents were aware they had the right to withdraw 

from the questionnaire at any point in addition to their data remaining completely 

anonymous and confidential.  

My survey consisted of two sections, the first for English teachers who had taught at 

primary school level, and the second for teacher trainees studying to become an English 

subject teacher in Finland. Thus, by choosing two target groups, my aim was to get 

plenty of responses. ELT is still such a new phenomenon in Finland that I wanted to see 

if any teacher trainees had any experience of it during their teacher training practices. 

Additionally, I expected that teachers would be interested in filling a survey in which 

they could give their own suggestions and improvements on ELL in Finland. I also 

chose to use a questionnaire as my method, as it enables to reach the teachers easily 

online, and it would not take a long time to participate in it. Furthermore, I wanted to 

find out whether the answers would resemble those of earlier research on teachers’ 

attitudes to ELT in Finland.  

Returning to the types of questions used in the questionnaire, I selected a few close-

ended questions for both sections, as they are objective items and easy to answer 

(Dörnyei et al. 2010, 26). I made use of the Likert scale, where respondents were asked 

to choose from statements like ‘Young students are more motivated than older ones.’ 

and select an answer from the five possible options, 1 meaning  ‘I strongly disagree’ 

and 5 meaning ‘I strongly agree’. If participants chose number 3 from the scale, I would 

interpret their answers as neutral. As expressed by Dörnyei et al. (2010, 27), the 
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statements on Likert scales should express either a positive or negative attitude towards 

something.  

I also used multiple-choice questions extensively, as they are reader-friendly. Multiple-

choice questions take a short time to complete. The multiple-choice questions included 

questions about teachers’ background information, such as how long they had been 

teaching English and young learners, their educational background and the grades which 

they were currently teaching. In addition, I added some checklists, where respondents 

could select more than one item, one of them focusing on the challenges teachers might 

have faced in ELT. For the end of the questionnaire, I included some open questions 

and a comments section, to enable respondents to think more deeply on the subject at 

the end of the survey. The reason I placed the open-ended questions at the end of my 

survey is since for some people it is psychologically easier to answer open questions 

rather at the end than at the beginning of a questionnaire, as they know this to be the 

final task (Dörnyei et al. 2010, 48). Hence, they suggest placing questions which 

demand more writing at the end of a questionnaire (Dörnyei et al. 2010, 48).  

In sum, I followed Dörnyei et al.’s suggestions in using clear and simple language in 

addition to avoiding negative constructions and ambiguity in my questionnaire (2010). I 

used the Likert scale to measure teacher’s attitudes and their opinions on teaching 

young learners and whether an early start is beneficial for children. In addition, I wanted 

to measure the role of out-of-school exposure to students’ language skills and how 

important the level of English a teacher has is for teaching young learners. Teachers 

were also asked to assess if they felt their English skills were at B2, regarding both oral 

and written fluency, as it has been demonstrated in earlier research that teachers should 

be at this level at the minimum. Teachers could also choose that they felt they were at a 

higher than lower level than B2 in my questionnaire. 

It is good to consider that teachers might evaluate their language skills as higher or 

lower than what they actually are. Still, as most English teachers are familiar with 

different language levels of the CEFR I was confident that their self-assessment skills 

were high enough to evaluate themselves objectively. At the end, respondents had a 

chance to write more about their ideas for improving early English teaching, how they 

keep their young students motivated during the lessons and what are the most important 

qualities for a teacher working with young children.  
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The second section of the questionnaire collected similar data, as most of the questions 

were the same, enabling direct comparisons between the two target groups. However, I 

also enquired about teacher trainees’ willingness to teach young learners in the future 

and whether they had any experience of teaching young learners. I also included 

questions about learning early years pedagogy during their studies, and whether they 

had been given the option to teach in a primary school during their teaching practices. 

At the end, I again included some open questions, this time enquiring if they had faced 

any challenges during teaching young learners and what measures they thought should 

be taken to prepare future English teachers for teaching young learners. Those questions 

which were the same as in the 1st section of the questionnaire could then later be 

compared, whether the two target groups had similar ideas.   

 

3.1 Ethical considerations 

Dörnyei and Taguchi discuss the topic of anonymity in questionnaires (2010, 17). They 

state that a method which is most often used in questionnaires is to make them 

anonymous (2010, 17). The idea behind it is that respondents whose data remains 

anonymous are more likely to give accurate answers than those who are aware of the 

fact that they may be identified by their responses (2010, 17). 

To consider ethical issues, my questionnaire was made completely anonymous, since 

some of the questions asked might be interpreted as personal and the ethical guidelines 

had to be taken into account, as required by the nature of the study. This is why I 

included a consent form at the start of my questionnaire, where respondents consent to 

participating in the survey and were informed of the purpose of the study and of how 

their data would be protected. Respondents were also made aware of the fact that they 

could withdraw their participation at any time if they wished to do so. In addition, 

respondents were informed that their participation was completely voluntary and they 

were free not to answer any question of choice. Respondents were also given the 

opportunity to contact me should they have any questions of the study or feedback. 

Thus, the way the data was collected was made clear and transparent to the participants. 

The informed consent must be gained from the participants of the study in order to 

follow the ethical guidelines of research (Rallis and Rossman 2009, 276). The 
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participants of the study must also be made aware of the purpose of the study and its 

audience (2009, 276). As I stated earlier, the consent form I created informs the 

participants that they have the possibility to withdraw from the study whenever they 

like, although it would be helpful if they could answer each question. Furthermore, 

Rallis and Rossman highlight the fact that for a study to be ethical, it has to be 

trustworthy (2009, 279). What constitutes as an ethical study is also credible and 

systematically and carefully conducted (2009, 264). Keeping these ethical guidelines in 

mind, I move on to discussing the methods of my study. 

4 Methods 

After the questionnaire was completed, I piloted the survey with a teacher. She did not 

find any questions with ambiguous wordings or other related issues. She found the 

overall appearance of the questionnaire to be appropriate and the length of time needed 

to complete it approximately five to ten minutes. The questionnaire was reported to be 

easy to complete. Due to time management issues, a larger piloting test was not feasible 

to this study. However, some feedback was still gained from the teacher.      

After piloting the questionnaire, it was sent to several private Facebook groups. The 

groups used as platforms were the groups for English students at the University of 

Helsinki, namely ‘Sub ry.’, ‘HY English Alumni’ and English teachers (‘Englannin 

opettajat’). The questionnaire was also posted to a group called teaching languages to 1st 

and 2nd graders and language showering (‘1.-2.lk kielenopetus ja kielirikasteinen 

opetus’) and teaching languages in primary school (‘Alakoulun kieltenopetus’). In 

addition, the questionnaire was sent to Sub’s mailing list. I also sent the questionnaire to 

a former university lecturer of mine, who sent it to her this year’s teacher trainees. 

After the data had been collected, I analysed it on the statistics Google Forms has 

created. To gain a general view of the data, I first examined the responses in isolation 

and then compared the responses from teachers and teacher trainees. I also described the 

data in my own words. I expected to create figures from the findings to further analyse 

the responses. In this way, my aim was to provide a clear overview of the findings. 

Furthermore, I hoped to provide a comparison between the differences and similarities 

between the respondents. I also compared the results to earlier research on teachers’ 

attitudes to ELL and ELT in Finland. This study will be valuable to English teachers 
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since it tells of their personal experiences in early English language teaching. Teacher 

trainees and their attitudes to teaching English to young learners in Finland have as a 

target group not been much studied before, which is why I wanted to include them in 

my questionnaire. 

I was expecting to hear both negative and positive experiences to early language 

teaching, as in earlier research (e.g., Hahl et al. 2020, Huhta 2019). It has been found 

that most teachers have a positive experience in teaching young learners, due to the 

enthusiasm and high motivation levels of the students (Huhta 2019). However, those 

who had negative experiences attributed them to having too large group sizes and 

feeling that the scarce number of lessons per week was not sufficient (Huhta 2019). 

Therefore, I was expecting the teachers who participate in my questionnaire to share 

similar views. Turning to teacher trainees, preservice teachers, for example, have been 

shown to believe in a communicative approach when teaching young learners, and 

believe that the earlier children start learning a new language, the better (Othman and 

Kiely 2016). Hence, I was expecting the teacher trainees in my questionnaire to have a 

similar view to ELT.  

In sum, I expected to gain more responses from students than teachers, hence I included 

a section for teacher trainees in my questionnaire. Students usually have more time on 

their hands than teachers, as the Covid-19 pandemic has significantly increased 

teachers’ workload, for instance due to hybrid teaching. Concerning teacher trainees, I 

anticipated that most of them had not yet had experience in teaching 1st or 2nd graders in 

Finland. I expected that the university had not offered any courses on early learners 

pedagogy, as I had not been offered any during my teacher training at the Subject 

Teacher Education Programme (STEP). I anticipated most student teachers to believe 

that an early start would be beneficial for children, and that if they had faced any 

challenges they would be related to for instance too large class sizes and lack of 

training. Teaching young learners age-appropriately is certainly no easy task. In my 

analysis, I also compared the responses from the two target groups.  

Earlier research has suggested some improvements to early foreign language learning, 

such as age-appropriate methodology and implementation (e.g., Enever 2015). I 

expected that the teachers participating in the survey to have a number of suggestions 

for ELL and ELT. In addition, I highlighted the benefits and hindrances of early foreign 
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language teaching in Finland. I gave improvements on how to make an early start 

successful in Finnish schools. Furthermore, I created various figures to further illustrate 

the responses and thus hoped to provide a clear view concerning the similarities and 

differences between the respondents. I can conclude that this questionnaire will be of 

value, since it sets out to explore the attitudes of both teachers and teacher trainees in 

Finland to teaching English to young learners. As a target group, teacher trainees in 

Finland have not been studied much before, especially when it comes to their views on 

teaching young learners. In the next section, I start analysing the results of the 

questionnaire.    

5 Results 

The aim of this study was to gather around 40 responses. The number of participants in 

this questionnaire was in total 36, including both teachers and teacher trainees. 30-31 

responses were from teachers and 6 from teacher trainees. Originally, I was expecting 

more responses from teacher trainees than from teachers, so the outcome of this study 

was not quite expected. Teachers may have more experience at primary school level, 

and thus are more eager to participate. Furthermore, as early language learning is still a 

relatively new phenomenon in Finland after its nationwide implementation in 2020, 

teachers possibly feel like they have lots to say on the matter. I will start by examining 

the responses from teachers, their attitudes and suggestions for improvement, and then 

move on to the teacher trainees. As there are only few responses from the latter group, I 

cannot compare the responses in the way I was originally planning to, but I will 

nonetheless briefly illustrate the responses from teacher trainees.     

 

5.1 The 1st section of the questionnaire: teachers 

The teachers who participated in this questionnaire were 24 to 56 years old, most of 

them female (90.3 %). Concerning how long had the respondents been teaching English, 

the responses varied from less than a year to having more than 10 years of experience of 

teaching full-time. The educational background that most teachers had was a Master’s 

degree with qualifications to teach English (67.7 %), the rest of them had a Master’s 

degree (12.9 %) or a Master’s degree qualifying them as a class teacher (19.4 %). Most 
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respondents were native Finnish speakers (93.5 %). When asked about the grades in 

which teachers had experience of teaching English to young learners, over half had 

taught both 1st and 2nd graders (61.3 %), the rest having taught only either grade or 

taught in a different context. Most respondents had taught young learners for 1-5 years 

(77.4 %) or less than a year (12.9 %), while the rest had over 10 years of experience or 

had only taught the age group occasionally. Below is a figure (Figure 1) illustrating 

teachers’ experience of teaching young learners. 

 

Figure 1: Experience of teaching young learners  

In the next questions of my questionnaire, I enquired about teachers’ attitudes to 

teaching young learners. About half of the respondents (54.8 %) completely agreed with 

the statement ‘I am very happy to teach English to 1st or 2nd graders’. 29 percent agreed 

with the statement, while the rest were either neutral or disagreed with the statement 

(16 %). To my mind, this result shows that most teachers enjoyed teaching English to 

young learners. In the study by Huhta and Leontjev (2019), 91 percent of the teachers 

were happy to teach young children. In this study the result was 83.8 percent, so a 

similar result to that of the earlier study. A closer breakdown of the results to this 

question can be found in Figure 2. 

 

13 %

77 %

8 %3 %

Figure 1

What is your experience of teaching young 
learners?

Less than a year 1-5 years More than 10 years Occasionally
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Figure 2: Satisfaction in teaching English to young learners  

The next statement asked respondents to choose one of the 10 options from the Likert 

scale, 1 referring to having an extremely negative experience of teaching young learners 

overall, and 10 referring to an extremely positive experience. Most had a positive 

experience (87 %), the rest reporting to have had a neutral or somewhat negative 

experience. This result was expected, as in earlier studies (e.g., Huhta 2019, Hahl 2020) 

it has been shown that most teachers had a positive attitude to teaching young learners. 

Over the statement concerning whether teachers felt their work experience and teacher 

training had given them the tools to teach young learners the respondents had various 

opinions. Nearly half agreed (48.4 %), while some were of neutral opinion (32.3 %) and 

the rest disagreed (19.3 %). To my mind, as some disagreed to this statement, it shows 

that the teacher training in Finland is in some parts lacking. Furthermore, to the next 

question about the amount of support teachers have received from their colleagues or 

principal when they started teaching young learners in their school, the responses varied 

greatly. On a scale of 1 (no support) to 5 (plenty of support), 61 percent of respondents 

reported to having received no or little support. Only about 19 percent felt they had 

received some support or plenty of support from their school, the rest having a neutral 

opinion. Therefore, it looks like the amount of support in starting to teach young 

3 %3 %
10 %

29 %
55 %

Figure 2

I am very happy to teach English to 1st or 
2nd graders.

I completely disagree I disagree I neither agree nor disagree I agree I completely agree
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learners in schools is not sufficient, which may lead to frustration and difficulties in for 

instance devising age-appropriate lessons. 

Huhta and Leontjev (2019, 25) found that teachers view young children to be motivated 

language learners, since they were avid learners and learned a language easily. In 

general, it is thought that young students are often more motivated than older ones. 

Nikolov, for instance, has stated that one of the advantages of an early start is the fact 

that young learners have higher motivation in early language learning (2009, 10). To the 

statement (‘Young students are more motivated than older ones.’), about half agreed 

while over 40 percent of the respondents were of neutral opinion. Only 6.5 percent 

disagreed with this statement. Thus, there is some division between the respondents’ 

opinions of students’ motivation levels. The next question showed in turn more 

unanimity, as about 80 percent agreed that starting to learn English early is beneficial 

for children and no respondent disagreed. Therefore, it is clear that most teachers 

believe an early start has advantages.  

The respondents were then asked to specify the advantages they felt that starting to learn 

English in the first grade has. To this question, there were numerous responses. The 

benefits which were most highlighted by the teachers included learning pronunciation 

more easily, being excited and positive language learners, high motivation levels and 

they are not so afraid to make mistakes due to their young age. Other advantages 

suggested were the fact that they familiarise themselves with the vocabulary, which also 

enhances their speaking skills in English. One respondent noted that learning a language 

should be started as young as possible, and that young children learn quickly and absorb 

new knowledge instantly. In my opinion, if oral skills are focused on early on instead of 

written skills, students will become better at pronunciation. 

It was also noted by some that an earlier start gives students more time to familiarise 

themselves with the language. In sum, some noted that students at this age are less self-

conscious and they have more courage to use the language they are learning. Some 

responses suggest that 1st graders are open to learning a language and even have better 

self-esteem than later on. In conclusion, young children are fast and avid language 

learners who are not too afraid of making mistakes and thus have some advantages over 

older learners. In earlier research, it has been suggested that young children are less 

anxious than older children and that they learn pronunciation and intonation easier than 
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later on (e.g., Enever 2015). Therefore, some of the advantages respondents listed above 

have been discussed in research as well. The idea of the earlier, the better, has been 

supported by the Critical Period Hypothesis (e.g., Schouten 2009) but researchers are 

not unanimous whether an earlier start is always better than a later start. Hahl, for 

instance, argued that an early start does not always render only positive results (Hahl 

2020). The circumstances for learning should be optimal (e.g., Pfenninger and Singleton 

2019).  

In the next set of questions, I enquired about what kinds of activities the respondents 

thought should be mainly used for teaching 1st and 2nd graders, as seen in the figure 

below (Figure 3). Most respondents felt that kinaesthetic activities in class, such as role 

plays, games, and other fun activities, like singing, should be used. Activities focusing 

on communication and improving students’ speaking skills were the second most 

popular option. Here respondents could choose more than one option. About half of the 

respondents felt that focusing on listening skills was important, and only one person 

thought that a focus on grammar and form should be used for teaching young learners. 

In earlier research, too, it has been highlighted that suitable teaching methods should be 

used with this age group, such as playful and kinaesthetic activities (e.g., Meriläinen 

and Piispanen 2019). Young children learn easily through song and play, as they enjoy 

these kinds of activities (Enever 2015). Thus, I believe that most activities in class 

should focus on communication.  

 



28 

 

 

 

Figure 3: Activities to be used in teaching young learners 

In the next question, teachers were asked if they had faced any of the challenges listed 

below (see Figure 4). They could again choose more than one option. The main 

challenge seemed to be having heterogenous groups, which makes differentiated 

instruction necessary in class (‘eriyttäminen’). By heterogenous I refer to a group 

including students with different linguistic backgrounds and levels and students who 

have special needs. Inclusion is the principle in Finnish schools according to which all 

students, regardless of their level or having special needs, are integrated into the 

classroom. The special needs range from for instance having problems with focusing on 

a task, having ADHD or ADD, being dyslexic or mildly autistic, and so on. The 

principle of inclusion results in having to differentiate, as some students move at a faster 

or slower pace than others. Giving separate instructions for some students is clearly a 

challenge, as over 80 percent of the respondents chose this option. 

Moreover, another issue selected by over half of the respondents refers to having too 

large group sizes. This issue has been examined in previous research, as other teachers, 

too, have reported this problem (Huhta and Leontjev 2019). Having to differentiate due 

to heterogenous groups has also been reported in earlier research in addition to issues 

with co-teaching, meaning teaching simultaneously with for instance a class teacher 

(Huhta 2020). Some of the respondents in this questionnaire also chose the third option, 

facing a lack of support from other teachers. Surprisingly, only two respondents 
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reported having issues with co-teaching, which is a lower number than the one I 

anticipated. It may be that a lack of support from other teachers was also understood as 

not receiving support from the class teacher with whom subject teachers sometimes 

teach. It may also refer to a lack of common planning time, as reported in an earlier 

study (Hahl 2020). 

 

 

Figure 4: Possible challenges in ELT 

Teachers were then asked about the teaching method or methods they used when 

teaching young learners. Over 60 percent used both the communicative approach and 

the audiolingual method, while about 30 percent employed only the communicative 

approach. Only one responded to using none of these methods, and instead using a 

mixture of different methods. In research, the communicative approach is often 

suggested to be used when teaching young learners, instead of focusing on grammar 

only (Othman and Kiely 2016). The audiolingual method focuses on the spoken skills of 

a language while the communicative approach focuses on communicating meaning. 

Both are effective ways of teaching young children.  

Teachers were then asked if they considered their English level to be at B2 in both oral 

and written fluency. In many European countries, the level of language fluency for 
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English teachers has been set at a minimum of B2 (Enever 2015). Most respondents 

(63.3 percent) responded to having a higher level of English than B2, while about 27 

percent reported to being at the level of B2. The rest (10 %) responded to either not 

being at this language level or having a lower level than B2 in English. 

The next question enquired if teachers thought that the level of English a teacher has is 

important for teaching young learners. Most found it important or extremely important 

(77.4 %), while the rest were either neutral (9.7 %) or felt it was not important (12.9 %). 

The results were less divided than in an earlier study (Hahl and Pietarila 2021), where 

some respondents felt that a teacher could even learn a foreign language simultaneously 

with the students. In their study, this was due to the fact that class teachers are often 

made to teach English and even if their language skills are lacking, it is a common 

practice. Those participating in this questionnaire were mainly English subject teachers 

(about 70 %), which explains why the respondents felt that the language level of the 

teacher is important for teaching young learners. 

Since digital skills are essential for teaching young learners in Finland today, most of 

the teaching materials being digital, I was curious to ask about whether the respondents 

felt they had adequate digital skills as teachers. I did not specify what I meant by 

‘adequate’, but in this instance it refers to being confident in one’s digital skills and not 

having major issues in using them. Most (87.1 %) replied they had adequate digital 

skills, while the rest replied that either they weren’t sure (6.5 %) or they did not have 

adequate digital skills as a teacher (6.5 %). This finding contrasts with the findings of 

Hahl (2020) where about 70 percent of the teachers felt they had poor digital skills in 

ELT (2020).  

Respondents were then asked to select one of the 5 options on the Likert scale, 1 

meaning a negative effect, or language skills stay the same, while 5 denoting a positive 

effect and students’ language skills are improved. To this question of how the role of 

out-of-school exposure to English affects students’ language skills, most respondents 

reported it having a positive effect (96.6 %). Only one respondent was neutral. Such a 

unanimous response clearly indicates that the role of out-of-school learning today is 

significant. As has been discussed before, de Wolf et al. found that exposure to English 

outside the classroom has a significant effect on the students’ oral fluency (2017). That 

effect alone is far greater than an early start to learning English at school (2017, 341). 



31 

 

 

Thus, as earlier research suggests (e.g., Enever 2015), the role of out-of-school exposure 

should be taken into account when planning the lessons for young learners, as they may 

benefit largely from using some of the words and expressions they have learned online 

or at home. 

5.1.1 Teachers’ suggestions 

Now I will turn to some of the open questions I included in my questionnaire. As 

motivation is a key factor in language learning and something even young learners may 

struggle with, I asked teachers to briefly illustrate how they keep their young students 

motivated during the lessons. To further clarify the results, I created a table (Table 1) 

including some of the suggestions respondents gave to this question. In addition to the 

suggestions seen in the table, respondents suggested for instance employing versatile 

ways to learning a new topic and connecting what is being studied at the English lessons 

with content in other subjects. Making these kinds of connections is most likely done 

the easiest if you are a class teacher. To my mind, if one is a subject teacher, it is harder 

to know what is being studied in other subjects.  
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How do you keep your young students motivated during the lessons? 

 

a. Versatile 

activities 

 

b. Games and 

play, music 

 

c. Kinaesthetic 

activities 

 

d. A pleasant 

atmosphere 

 

 

e. Positive 

feedback 

 

f. Group and pair 

work 

 

g. Fun extra 

material 

(outside 

teaching 

materials) 

 

h. Age-

appropriate 

methods and 

themes 

 

i. Activities 

based on the 

students’ 

interests 

 

j. Lots of 

repetition  

 

k. Not too long 

on one activity  

 

l. Tasks that are 

interesting and 

not too 

difficult 

 

 

m. By using 

tangible 

material in 

teaching 

 

n. Having 

enough 

activities to do 

 

o. Using a 

repetitive 

structure in the 

lessons 

 

p. Songs, stories, 

short videos 

Table 1: Maintaining learner motivation  

It was also suggested that the students’ interests should be considered and applied into 

classroom activities. Again, I believe it is a fine idea, and most likely works well for the 

class teacher, but it requires the teacher to know the students well. Typically, a subject 

teacher in primary school may have as many as 100 students, and then it will take time 

to get to know each group individually. Only doing activities which young learners like 

may prove to be a challenge if the teacher has to use specific teaching material. Today 

some schools use a book for teaching English to 1st and 2nd graders, so there is less 

room for creativity.  
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In sum, most respondents agreed that having lots of different activities is the key and 

found games and songs to be motivating. Repetition was found important, as well as 

employing a specific structure for English lessons including for instance greetings at the 

start of the lesson. Someone noted that the structure of the lesson should be clear and 

drawn or written on the board. This would certainly be helpful as young learners get 

bored easily and want to know what happens next. Moreover, it was found important to 

relate the topics to the students’ own lives, make them interesting and useful to them. 

Someone responded that it was important to read the students’ mood and have a ‘plan 

B’ ready at hand. I believe that being sensitive to the students’ current mood in class is 

certainly the way to go regarding all age groups. For instance, if the young learners are 

just about to go and have lunch in the cafeteria, they might be restless and have 

difficulties to concentrate.  

The before-mentioned suggestions are all examples of age-appropriateness. Employing 

age-appropriate methodology, such as kinaesthetic activities, certainly increase the 

students’ motivation in language learning. In earlier studies, it has been highlighted that 

teachers have to know how to teach age-appropriately and create engaging and 

meaningful lessons (e.g., Enever 2015). If they fail at this, it may decrease learner 

motivation (Enever 2015). Functionality and playfulness should be applied to ELT, 

including for instance activities requiring movement (Meriläinen and Piispanen 2019). 

Therefore, collecting these kinds of suggestions from teachers is extremely valuable as 

they illustrate how young learners learn in the best way. Encouragement, positive 

feedback and having a pleasant atmosphere in class are all things which should be 

considered in making the most of an early start. 

Consequently, I shall turn to the question of what the most important qualities for a 

teacher working with young children are. Patience was mentioned the most, along with 

being enthusiastic and playful. Understanding how young children learn and behave in 

class was also reported to be important. The teacher should have good group 

management skills and be able to set clear boundaries with the students. Being creative 

and willing to sing along with the kids was also noted to be essential. Using action-

based learning was also suggested, along with having empathy and being interested in 

the students and their overall well-being. Having simplistic instructions was also 
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suggested as one of the most important qualities for a teacher to have. Creating an open 

environment where each student dares to try new things was also suggested. 

In sum, a teacher working with young children should be positive, flexible and in the 

present moment. As lesson plans may change depending on the students’ mood, it is 

important for a teacher to be flexible. Age-appropriate methods and themes were also 

noted, in addition to being fluent in English and understanding the didactics behind 

teaching young learners. Overall, presence, motivation, enthusiasm and patience were 

mentioned the most. The teacher should have the ability to have fun while teaching 

young learners, as connecting with young pupils is crucial. The results collected from 

this study are similar to what has been suggested in earlier research (Hahl and Pietarila 

2021). They found that teachers working in ELT should be enthusiastic about teaching 

young children and be able to motivate and inspire students (2021, 722). Creating a safe 

learning environment and having the ability to not take oneself too seriously were also 

noted (2021). Spontaneity clearly seems to be one of the key qualities for a teacher to 

have when working with young children, along with flexibility.      

 

5.1.2 Suggestions for improvement 

Lastly, I asked the respondents to give improvements or suggestions to early English 

teaching. The responses were numerous, ranging from small group sizes to having more 

material. More training for teachers was also highlighted, in addition to having better 

materials for differentiation. As discussed earlier, differentiation is indeed an issue as it 

is the result of having to teach heterogenous groups (e.g., Hahl et al. 2020). The bigger 

the differences inside the class, the more work there is for the teacher. Having too large 

group sizes is also an issue, and as discussed before, it leads to difficulties in 

differentiation. With for example 26 1st graders, it is almost impossible for the teacher 

to cater for everyone’s needs. The same issue concerns teaching at all levels, but with 

young learners it is especially problematic, since they need a lot of attention and due to 

their young age, are unable to function independently.  

Someone also noted that more guidelines for ELT would be needed. As training has 

been mentioned for both language and class teachers, it looks like teachers are in urgent 

need of getting more training on how to teach English to young learners. As Enever 
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argues (2015), if teachers cannot create age-appropriate lessons for young learners 

because of insufficient training, many of the benefits of starting to learn a language 

early can be lost. Thus, it is something policymakers should consider and schools 

should arrange for teachers. Another concern raised was about the lack of right kind of 

material, resulting in teachers having to create a lot of materials by themselves. This 

leads to ineffective time management on the part of the teacher and a lot of extra work. 

Based on this finding, not all schools in Finland use ready-made material for 1st and 2nd 

graders, although such material now exists (e.g. Kalaja et al. 2019 High Five 1-2). Still, 

as this material is intended for both 1st and 2nd graders, teachers feel that published 

materials do not offer enough to cover all English lessons, resulting in the need of 

creating one’s own material. 

A contradictory opinion to this was also expressed, as someone noted that books should 

be taken away from young learners, in addition to not having a separate English class. 

Instead, the teacher should by example teach the language and give spoken input to the 

students. Still, the most popular opinion is that more digital materials and books should 

be available for teaching young learners. Someone noted that schools provide digital-

only materials, which is not sufficient and has resulted in having to make materials by 

oneself. The need to create materials by oneself is clearly an issue in ELT, and more 

material for young learners should be published. Some of the improvements which 

should be made to early English teaching can be seen from the table below (Table 2). 

 

What improvements or suggestions would you give to early English teaching? 

a. Small group sizes b. More training on 

ELT to young 

learners 

c. More materials 

(digital and for 

differentiation) 

d. Clear guidelines 

e. Co-teaching (e.g. 

with a class teacher) 

f. Focusing mainly 

on pronunciation 

g. Being creative h. Keeping it simple 

and fun 

Table 2: Improvements to early English teaching  
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In sum, the teachers who participated in this questionnaire gave numerous suggestions 

for improving ELT. Co-teaching was also mentioned to be effective, referring to the 

subject teacher teaching English simultaneously with the class teacher. The class teacher 

is usually more familiar with the children, and therefore, may be of help when it comes 

to classroom management. A respondent also suggested that mainly class teachers 

should be teaching English to 1st and 2nd graders, since most subject teachers do not 

seem to be very enthusiastic about teaching young learners. In this case, class teachers 

should be offered to study English as a part of their studies, as suggested by the 

respondent. However, most respondents suggested that co-teaching with a class teacher 

would be the most effective solution since the subject teacher has a deeper 

understanding of the language. 

In addition, someone suggested that writing skills and grammar should not be focused 

on too much as communication, pronunciation, getting to know the language and 

culture and sparking interest in language learning should be the main focus areas. In 

conclusion, the suggested improvements include co-teaching with a class teacher, small 

group sizes, more in-service training and more material for language teachers, and 

focusing mostly on spoken communication and pronunciation at this stage. Too large 

groups lead to differentiation on many levels simultaneously, as the groups become 

more and more heterogeneous. Differentiation is the result of having average learners, 

high-achieving learners and low-achieving learners all in the same group at the same 

time, due to inclusion. Differentiation is time consuming for teachers, as it usually 

requires devising extra material for some students based on their level or giving more 

attention to certain individuals in class. Naturally, having a special education teacher in 

class would be the obvious solution, but as teachers in this questionnaire suggested, 

simply having smaller group sizes would make a big difference. 

 

5.2 The 2nd section of the questionnaire: teacher trainees 

As discussed earlier, only six teacher trainees took part in the questionnaire. Therefore, 

direct comparisons between the two target groups will not be made. I assume that due to 

the Covid-19 pandemic, most teacher trainees’ practices have been affected and hence 

they lack the experience of being in-person in an authentic classroom. Starting from 
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Spring 2020, most teaching practices have been conducted completely online and 

teacher trainees have completed their lessons by distance teaching. As teaching has 

taken place online, it is unlikely that teacher trainees would be teaching at primary 

school level. Now I will start the analysis by briefly illustrating the age and educational 

background of the participants, moving on to the Likert scale questions and open 

questions.  

The respondents were 24-29 years of age, most with a Master’s degree (57.1 %) and the 

rest with a Bachelor’s Degree. Most (71.4 %) had Finnish as their native language. As 

expected, not many had taught 1st or 2nd graders yet, as over 60 percent responded not 

having taught this age group yet. This finding comes as no surprise, since the Covid-19 

pandemic may well have affected teacher trainees’ practices in Finland. Contrary to my 

assumption, most reported to have been given the option to teach in a primary school in 

their practices (66.7 %). However, as not many respondents participated in this 

questionnaire, I cannot generalise this finding. To the question of how respondents feel 

about teaching young learners in the future, the responses were divided. Half of the 

respondents were of neutral opinion, while about 30 percent had no interest and only 

one respondent was very interested in teaching young learners (16.7 %). Still, those who 

had prior experience in teaching young learners described their experience as mainly 

positive (75 %). No one had a negative experience, and one respondent reported to 

having had a neutral experience in teaching young learners.  

To this part of the questionnaire, I included some questions which were the same as 

those in the first section. I was curious to find out how teacher trainees felt about the 

importance of the level an English teacher has when teaching young learners. Similar to 

the responses from the teachers, teacher trainees felt that the level of English a teacher 

has is important or extremely important. No one responded that the level of English was 

of no importance. I was expecting such a result, since most teachers responded in a 

similar way, although some teachers did not think it so important, as discussed in an 

earlier study (Hahl and Pietarila 2021). Since not many respondents had experience in 

teaching young learners, I was curious to find out why. I asked if the respondents had 

learned about how to teach young learners during their teacher training, and to this 

question the results were again divided. Most responded to not having learnt much on 
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this topic or were unsure (66.6 %) while the rest felt they had learned something or a lot 

on this topic (33.4 %). 

Along similar lines, I asked if some of the courses offered focused on the pedagogy of 

teaching young children during their studies. As expected, most teacher trainees 

reported to have had no courses offered during their studies which would have focused 

on this (66.7 %). The rest reported that many courses offered at the university focused 

on early years pedagogy. Still, as so few teacher trainees took part in the second section 

of the questionnaire, the results cannot be generalised to represent those of the majority 

of students in Finland. To the question of whether starting to learn English early is 

beneficial for children, as seen from the figure below (Figure 5), most respondents felt it 

was extremely beneficial. Compared to the teachers, their responses were similar, as 

about 80 percent felt that an early start to learning English is beneficial. 

 

Figure 5: How beneficial an early start is 

5.2.1 Advantages to ELT and suggestions 

The question of whether starting to learn English early has advantages was also asked 

from the teacher trainees. The responses given highlighted the positive effect of early 

exposure to English, which would later on result in increased motivation levels. 

Someone noted that an early start would lead to better problem solving skills. Other 
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positive effects mentioned were the fact that an early start gives teachers more time to 

strengthen students’ English skills and being exposed to the language early affects 

students’ language skills. In sum, most respondents felt that an early start will result in 

acquiring the language easier and more effortlessly. A contrary opinion was also 

expressed. Someone noted that although an early start may positively affect students’ 

pronunciation, it is good to consider that teaching young learners is closer to play and 

games than actual teaching. Thus, what is actually being learned in the classroom is 

debatable and a later start would not ultimately make a big difference. 

The idea that an early start might not affect students’ language skills extensively and a 

later start might be just as effective has been presented in previous research (e.g., 

Pfenninger and Singleton 2019). They argue that young learners are motivated only 

because they are young, and that early starters do not maintain the linguistic advantage 

of starting to learn a language early in the long run (2019, 111). Due to not having 

mastered their L1 properly, young learners still struggle with their reading and writing 

skills, making language learning more difficult. I feel that the success of an early start 

relies heavily on the teacher and due to time constraints and a lack of suitable material 

and effective training it may easily prove to be ineffective. 

Furthermore, as I asked teachers about what types of activities they thought should be 

primarily used for teaching 1st and 2nd graders, I wanted to include this question in the 

2nd section of the questionnaire as well. The results were similar, as all respondents felt 

that kinaesthetic activities and activities focusing on communication and improving 

students’ speaking skills should be the main focus of the lessons. Activities focusing on 

listening skills were selected by 40 percent and focusing on grammar and form was not 

selected by any respondent. Still, I must again highlight the fact that as only 6 

respondents took part in the 2nd section, these results cannot be thought of as 

representing all teacher trainees.  

As with the teachers, I asked about the challenges which teacher trainees had faced 

when teaching young learners. To this question, there was only one response so that 

cannot be thought to represent the target group successfully and therefore will not be 

reported. The last open question proved to be more successful, as expected, as I 

enquired of what measures should be taken to prepare future English teachers for 

teaching young learners. The respondents mentioned the ability to adapt to the needs of 
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young learners through using games and role play, in addition to having more teaching 

materials and ideas for activities to be completed in class. One response raised the 

question of the students’ playfulness and how could we as adults be enthusiastic about 

the games continuously. I believe that these suggestions resemble those made by the 

teachers’, as it is clear that more materials and ideas for class activities are needed. 

 

6 Discussion 

Moving on to the discussion, I will revisit the research questions, starting with what 

benefits and hindrances have been found to early foreign language learning in earlier 

research. I will also look at the opinions teachers and teacher trainees have to early 

English teaching in Finnish schools. As identified by Enever (2015), the advantages to 

starting to learn a language early include children’s ability to use facial expressions, 

intonation and gestures, when learning a new language (2015, 19). These are called the 

paralinguistic features of communication.  

Moreover, starting to learn English early results in acquiring the sound system of a new 

language, such as intonation and pronunciation, effortlessly (2015, 20). Another benefit 

raised by Enever is the fact that young learners are often less anxious than older learners 

and they are able to use the language in a creative way (2015, 20). Young learners have 

higher motivation levels as they have more time to learn the language (Nikolov 2009, 

10). Out-of-school exposure to English is also effective and its role should be 

considered in lesson planning (De Wolf et al., 2017). 

In my questionnaire, I asked teachers if they thought young students to be more 

motivated learners than older students, and about half agreed with this statement while 

over 40 percent had a neutral opinion. Most teachers (about 80 %) agreed that an early 

start to learning English is beneficial for children, as did the teacher trainees (100 %). 

Concerning the advantages teachers felt that an early start to learning English has, there 

were numerous responses. Teachers believed that when English is learned from the 1st 

grade, pronunciation is learned more easily, children are highly motivated learners and 

are less self-conscious. They become familiar with the vocabulary, which enhances their 
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spoken English skills later on. In sum, many benefits to an early start exist, but there are 

also disadvantages. 

Concerning the hindrances found to starting to learn a language early, some evidence 

exists on why starting to learn a language early is not always beneficial. One of the 

disadvantages is the fact that as older students are already fluent in their L1, they are 

familiar with language concepts (Genesee 2014, De Wolf et al. 2017). Young learners 

learn slower and lack the literacy skills of older learners (Enever 2015). For an early 

start to be successful, the quality and effectiveness of instruction are essential (Genesee 

2014, 29). Moreover, teacher expertise plays a part in the success of an early start 

(Enever 2015). 

In earlier research, it was also found that the Critical Period Hypothesis alone cannot be 

used to justify an early start, as no consensus has been reached on its effects to language 

learning (Schouten 2009). To my mind, for the advantages to outweigh the 

disadvantages in ELL, several factors need to be considered. Teachers must be experts 

of their own field and the instruction has to be effective and age-appropriate to maintain 

learner motivation continuously. I believe that an early start is bound to lose its effect 

without considering these factors. Some issues to ELT were also raised in my 

questionnaire. The disadvantages reported in teaching young learners referred to 

heterogenous groups, leading to differentiating, as the groups often include students 

with special needs, and having too large group sizes. Concerning these practical 

challenges faced in ELT, teachers also reported a lack of support from other teachers as 

one of the issues. 

Concerning the attitudes teachers have concerning early English language learning and 

teaching, most had had a positive experience in teaching young learners (87 %). 

However, teachers seemed to lack support when starting to teach young learners, as 

most of them reported to having received no or little support (61 %). Therefore, the 

support structure in schools definitely varies and I can conclude that the amount of 

support needed is insufficient. As devising and implementing age-appropriate lessons is 

one of the key factors relating to the success of an early start, insufficient training may 

lead to frustration on the part of the teacher and the learner. In addition, teachers 

reported that more training is needed for all teachers to have the tools to teach young 

learners age-appropriately. 
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Regarding what types of activities are suitable to young learners and should be used in 

class, most teachers highlighted the use of kinaesthetic activities and focusing on 

communication rather than form. Practising listening skills was also noted to be 

included in teaching young learners. Children learn easily through song and play, which 

is why these types of fun, playful activities should be used, as also discussed in earlier 

research (e.g., Enever 2015, Meriläinen and Piispanen 2019). The teacher trainees, too, 

believed that communicative and kinaesthetic activities should be the main ones to use 

in ELT.  

Lastly, I will discuss by what means could early English language teaching and learning 

be made more successful in the future. The methods used in teaching should be age-

appropriate and the teacher should be fluent in English and understand the didactics 

behind teaching young learners. As B2 is the minimal language level required of 

English teachers, teachers should strive to reach this level at least (Enever 2015, 23). As 

seen in Table 2 (35), the teachers who participated in the survey gave numerous 

suggestions for improving early English teaching. Smaller group sizes, more training on 

ELT, more appropriate materials, clearer guidelines, co-teaching and focusing mostly 

on pronunciation were suggested as solutions, to name a few. 

In earlier research, it has been stressed that for an early start to render a positive 

outcome, the circumstances for learning should be optimal (Pfenninger and Singleton 

2019). As the learning environment seems to influence the success of an early start 

more than the cognitive state of the individual, more attention should be paid to the 

quality of the instruction given. If teachers lack materials and training, they cannot offer 

the optimal learning environment for students. The setting seems to be more important 

than the age factor, namely the supposed critical period when learning a language 

should be easier than later on. 
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7 Conclusion 

In conclusion, the aim of this study was to discover the benefits and hindrances to early 

English language learning, in addition to finding the improvements needed to make 

ELL in Finland more successful. A quantitative online questionnaire was devised to 

gather data from teachers and teacher trainees on their attitudes and experiences in ELT. 

36 responses were gathered from the target groups, but only 6 responses from the 

teacher trainees. I deduced that the lack of responses from the latter group may be 

influenced by the Covid-19 pandemic, as most teacher trainees have been forced to 

conduct their teaching practices completely online. Thus, they lack the experience of 

teaching in an authentic classroom. Had more responses been collected, a more 

comprehensive picture on the attitudes of teacher trainees in Finland on ELT could have 

been drawn. More responses in general would have contributed greatly to the overall 

reliability of the results.  

This study found that teachers agreed that for an early start to be effective, certain 

conditions need to be considered and the optimal conditions for learning must be 

offered to teachers and students in schools. The aims and outcomes of ELL must be 

made clear for everyone, so that unrealistic results, such as reaching native-like fluency 

in English, are not outcomes which all students are expected to achieve. As the learning 

environment has been shown to affect students’ learning, large group sizes should be 

avoided in schools. Furthermore, English should be taught communicatively to young 

learners and kinaesthetic activities in addition to TPR should be employed extensively 

in class. The lessons should be tailored age-appropriately when teaching seven to eight-

year-old learners to provide the optimal conditions for language learning. 

What is more, a teacher’s language level should be set at B2 at the least in both oral and 

written fluency, as this helps the teacher in teaching pronunciation and intonation to 

students. To achieve this, more courses and in-service training should be offered to both 

teacher trainees and teachers in Finland. All teachers, whether class teachers or subject 

teachers, should be offered further education courses when and where necessary. In 

sum, the CPH alone cannot be used to justify the move to starting to learn English in the 

1st grade, as it has been done in Finland. More research into this is needed, as 

researchers have yet to reach consensus on the effects of the critical period to language 

learning. More research on ELL and ELT is needed in the future, to explore how an 
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early start can be made more successful in Finland, for both the educators and the 

learners.   
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Appendices 

Appendix 1: Early English Language Teaching Questionnaire 

I am a student at the University of Helsinki now completing my Master’s degree. I 

completed the Subject Teacher Education Programme with English and German as my 

teaching subjects. I am currently collecting data for my questionnaire about English 

teachers’ and teacher trainees’ attitudes towards teaching English to young learners, 

specifically 1st and 2nd graders in Finland. 

This survey has two sections. The first section is to be completed by those teachers who 

have taught English to young learners. The second section is for teacher trainees. 

This research project is a part of my Master’s Thesis. 

The questionnaire takes about 5-10 minutes to complete. You are free not to answer any 

question you choose, but please try to answer every question if you can. Your data will 

remain anonymous and confidential. Your participation is voluntary and you can 

withdraw your participation at any time.  

Should you have any questions or feedback, you can email me at 

sandra.suikkanen@helsinki.fi. 

Thank you for participating in this survey! 

 

I have read the explanation of the research project and I consent to participating 

in this survey. * 

o [ ] Vaihtoehto 1 

 

The 1st section of this survey is to be completed by the teachers.  

Please answer questions 1 to 26. Skip the next set of questions and you're finished 

completing the survey.  

1. Age  

2. Gender  

o ( ) Male 

o ( ) Female 

o ( ) Prefer not to say 

3. Which grades are you currently teaching?  
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4. How long have you been teaching English?  

o ( ) Less than a year 

o ( ) 1-5 years 

o ( ) 5-10 years 

o ( ) More than 10 years 

5. What is your educational background?  

o ( ) Master's Degree 

o ( ) Master's Degree with qualifications to teach English (pätevyys) 

o ( ) Master's Degree (Class teacher) 

o ( ) Bachelor's Degree 

o ( ) Something else 

6. Are you a native Finnish speaker?  

o ( ) Yes 

o ( ) No 

7. The grades in which I have experience of teaching English to young learners are  

o ( ) 1st grade 

o ( ) 2nd grade 

o ( ) Both 

o ( ) Other 

8. What is your experience of teaching young learners?  

o ( ) Less than a year 

o ( ) 1-5 years 

o ( ) More than 10 years 

o ( ) I've taught them occasionally 
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9. I am very happy to teach English to 1st or 2nd graders.  

 1 2 3 4 5  

I completely disagree ( ) ( ) ( ) ( ) ( )

     I completely agree 

10. My overall experience of teaching young learners is  

 1 2 3 4 5 6

 7 8 9 10  

Extremely negative ( ) ( ) ( ) ( ) ( )

 ( ) ( ) ( ) ( ) ( ) 

     Extremely positive 

11. I feel that my work experience and teacher training has given me the tools to teach 

young learners.  

 1 2 3 4 5  

I completely disagree ( ) ( ) ( ) ( ) ( )

     I completely agree 

12. How much support have you received from your colleagues or the principal in your 

school when you started teaching young learners?  

 1 2 3 4 5  

No support ( ) ( ) ( ) ( ) ( ) Plenty 

of support 

13. Young students are more motivated than older ones.  

 1 2 3 4 5  

I strongly disagree ( ) ( ) ( ) ( ) ( )

     I strongly agree 

14. Do you feel that starting to learn English early is beneficial for children?  

 1 2 3 4 5  

Not beneficial at all ( ) ( ) ( ) ( ) ( )

    Extremely beneficial 

15. If you think starting to learn English in the 1st grade has advantages, please specify 

them below.  
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16. What kinds of activities should be primarily used for teaching 1st and 2nd graders? 

(You may choose more than one option)  

o [ ] a. Kinaesthetic activities, such as role plays, games, and other fun 

activities, like singing 

o [ ] b. Activities focusing on communication and improving students' 

speaking skills 

o [ ] c. Activities focusing on listening skills 

o [ ] d. Focusing on grammar and form 

17. Have you faced any of these challenges in early language teaching? (You may 

choose more than one option)  

o [ ] a. heterogeneous groups, having to differentiate (eriyttäminen) 

o [ ] b. too large group sizes 

o [ ] c. lack of support from other teachers 

o [ ] d. issues with co-teaching (teaching simultaneously with e.g. a class 

teacher) 

18. What teaching method/s do you use when teaching young learners?  

o ( ) a. Audiolingual method 

o ( ) b. Communicative approach 

o ( ) c. Both 

o ( ) d. None of the above 

19. If you answered none of the above to the previous question, can you please explain 

why?  

20. Do you consider your English level to be at B2? (In both oral and written fluency)  

o ( ) Yes 

o ( ) No 

o ( ) Lower than B2 

o ( ) Higher than B2 

 

21. Do you think that the level of English a teacher has is important for teaching young 

learners?  
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 1 2 3 4 5  

Not important at all ( ) ( ) ( ) ( ) ( )

    Extremely important 

22. Do you feel you have adequate digital skills as a teacher?  

o ( ) Yes 

o ( ) No 

o ( ) I'm not sure 

23. How does the role of out-of-school exposure to English affect students' language 

skills?  

 1 2 3 4 5  

It has a negative effect, or language skills stay the same ( ) ( )

 ( ) ( ) ( ) It has a positive effect, students' 

language skills are improved 

24. How do you keep your young students motivated during the lessons?  

25. What are the most important qualities for a teacher working with young children?  

26. What improvements or suggestions would you give to early English teaching?  

Other comments  

You're finished completing the survey!  

Please jump to ''send''. 

 

The 2nd section of this survey  

The next section is aimed at teacher trainees who have taught at a primary school in 

Finland as part of their practices, or otherwise. 

1. Age  

2. Gender  

o ( ) Male 

o ( ) Female 

o ( ) Prefer not to say 
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3. What is your educational background?  

o ( ) Bachelor's Degree 

o ( ) Master's Degree 

o ( ) Other 

4. Are you a native Finnish speaker?  

o ( ) Yes 

o ( ) No 

5. If you have taught young learners, which grades have you taught?  

o ( ) 1st graders 

o ( ) 2nd graders 

o ( ) Both 

o ( ) Neither, I haven't taught this age group yet 

6. In your practices, were you given the option to teach in a primary school?  

o ( ) Yes 

o ( ) No 

7. How do you feel about teaching young learners in the future?  

 1 2 3 4 5  

Not interested at all ( ) ( ) ( ) ( ) ( )

     Very interested 

8. If you have taught young learners, how would you describe your experience?  

 1 2 3 4 5 6

 7 8 9 10  

Extremely negative ( ) ( ) ( ) ( ) ( )

 ( ) ( ) ( ) ( ) ( ) 

     Extremely positive 

9. Do you think that the level of English a teacher has is important for teaching young 

learners?  

 1 2 3 4 5  

Not important at all ( ) ( ) ( ) ( ) ( )

    Extremely important 
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10. During your teacher training, have you learned about how to teach young learners?  

 1 2 3 4 5  

I didn't learn anything on this topic ( ) ( ) ( ) ( )

 ( )   I learned a lot on this topic 

11. During your studies, have some of the courses offered focused on the pedagogy of 

teaching young children?  

 1 2 3 4 5  

No courses focused on this ( ) ( ) ( ) ( ) ( )

    Many courses focused on this 

12. Do you feel that starting to learn English early is beneficial for children?  

 1 2 3 4 5  

Not beneficial at all ( ) ( ) ( ) ( ) ( )

    Extremely beneficial 

13. If you think starting to learn English in the 1st grade has advantages, please specify 

them below.  

14. What kinds of activities should be primarily used for teaching 1st and 2nd graders? 

(You may choose more than one option.)  

o [ ] a. Kinaesthetic activities, such as role plays, games, and other fun 

activities, like singing 

o [ ] b. Activities focusing on communication and improving students' 

speaking skills 

o [ ] c. Activities focusing on listening skills 

o [ ] d. Focusing on grammar and form 

15. Have you faced any challenges in teaching young learners? If yes, what types of 

challenges?  

16. What measures should be taken to prepare future English teachers for teaching 

young learners?  

Other comments  

 

 

 


