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Abstract: The global importance of English and therefore the teaching of the English language has
made the English language curriculum an integral part of all levels of teacher education, including
early childhood education. The purpose of this study was to first explore the beliefs about the
teaching of English to very young learners held by pre-service pre-primary teachers in Macau and
then to see whether these beliefs were reflected in their microteaching. Qualitative content analysis
performed on the written reflections and transcriptions of the microteaching videos of 75 pre-service
pre-primary teachers found that their beliefs about classroom practices, lesson planning, and
English as a foreign language (EFL) learners and learning were the most predominant beliefs
exhibited in their reflections and were evidenced in their microteaching. Less predominant, but still
salient, were their beliefs about the goals of language learning, assessment, teaching, pedagogical
knowledge, and content. No observable practices were found regarding the pre-service teachers’
beliefs about the role of teaching, learning to teach, microteaching, the self, the subject, hearsay, self-
assessment, and schooling. The current study found that with only limited exposure to EFL teaching
methodology from a single course, the pre-service pre-primary teachers were able to implement
some of their beliefs about several important aspects of teaching English to very young learners.

Keywords: teacher cognition; teacher beliefs; pre-service teachers; English; EFL; teacher education;
kindergarten; pre-primary; Macau; microteaching

1. Introduction

“Teacher beliefs” refers to a key construct in teacher cognition [1]. Teacher beliefs
encompass a teacher’s knowledge of objects, people, events, and their relationships with
one another; these beliefs affect teacher decision making [2] and their subsequent
classroom interactions with students [3]. In the context of English language teaching
(ELT), teacher beliefs involve the nature of language learning, effective language teaching,
the relationship between content knowledge and pedagogical knowledge, the role of a
language teacher, and attitudes toward language teacher education [4]. This construct is
shaped by teachers’ prior experiences [5], including the teacher education curriculum or
training teachers have received (e.g., knowledge, skills, and teaching practice), and the
beliefs and practices of their teacher educators (e.g., feedback) [6].

While a range of factors have been explored as potential catalysts for change in
teacher beliefs, teacher education, which provides both theoretical and practical training,
has been one of the most investigated areas (e.g., [5]). Still, few studies have compared the
beliefs held by English teachers to their actual practices (see [7] as one such attempt) and
even fewer have looked at how the beliefs and practices of pre-service pre-primary
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English teachers align or misalign [3]. Previous research has shown that pre-service
English as a foreign language (EFL) teachers tended to prioritize pedagogical content
knowledge and that they were influenced by teacher education curricula that
incorporated reflection [8] and exploratory teaching [9]. Still, to the best of our knowledge,
there has yet to be a study that has explored whether the beliefs of pre-service pre-primary
English teachers coincide with their practices when undergoing pedagogical training that
incorporates reflective practice and exploratory teaching activities. The recent debate
surrounding early childhood English language education in China (e.g., [10,11]) prompts
the current case study and marks it as timely and relevant to the research context—the
Macau special administrative region of China. In Macau, English maintains an important
role in communication, media, education, international trade, and the gaming industry
[12]. Conducting a case study can underscore the effect of a teacher education program’s
impact on pre-service EFL teachers’ beliefs about teaching English within the Macau SAR.
The results of this study have the potential for enhancing and increasing the EFL teacher
training provided to early childhood pre-service teachers in the context of education in
the Macau SAR. The following research question guided the case study: To what extent
are pre-service pre-primary English teachers’ beliefs reflected in their microteaching?

2. Literature Review
2.1. Teacher Beliefs

In the last forty years, studies about teacher beliefs have made a significant
contribution to our understanding of teachers and teaching [13]. In general, a “belief” has
four common features, including that it “may be consciously or unconsciously held,” “is
evaluative in that it is accepted as true by the individual,” “is imbued with emotive
commitment,” and “serves as a guide to thought and behavior” ([13], p.186). In particular,
teacher beliefs play an essential role in many aspects of teaching and learning, especially
“beliefs about teachers performing tasks and the nature of knowledge” ([14], p. 2). Teacher
beliefs have been shown to be influenced by a teacher’s personal experience [15,16],
teaching experience [16], educational background [17], and colleague support [16].
Moreover, the literature has provided insights into teacher beliefs concerning teaching
practice [18-20], teacher education [21-24], learning experience [25], curriculum design
[14,26] parent involvement [27], learner autonomy [13], and corrective feedback [28,29].
Researchers have also suggested that there is a strong relationship between teacher beliefs
and their teaching practice in EFL classrooms [1,13,30,31]. Specifically, what teachers
actually do inside the classroom is determined by their held beliefs and then are further
shaped by their desirability and feasibility of learning new skills [13,32].

2.2. Pre-Service English Teacher Beliefs

Teacher beliefs vary by teaching context and the stage in a teacher’s teaching career
[3,33]. When compared to the teachers of other subjects, English teachers often use most
of their time improving their English proficiency instead of acquiring pedagogical
knowledge, which may result in the insufficient acquisition of practical teaching
knowledge as well as underdeveloped teacher beliefs [3]. Not only will their teaching
practice be affected by their latent beliefs, their students’ own beliefs about English
learning may also be further influenced [34]. For example, unrealistic pre-service teacher
beliefs that only value students’ time invested in learning as the key to improving
language proficiency may lead to the students” misconceptions about English learning;
specifically, teachers might feel that the more time that students spend on learning, the
higher level of proficiency they would achieve, which could obviously lead to the learners’
inefficiency and frustration [34,35]. Furthermore, differing from in-service teacher beliefs,
pre-service teacher beliefs are often much easier to change because pre-service teachers
lack teaching experience. When teachers have engaged in teaching for an extended time
period, they start to follow certain teaching patterns, but pre-service teachers have not yet
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developed these patterns [36]. Thus, this may make pre-service teachers more susceptible
to teacher education or interventions.

2.3. Change in Early Childhood Teacher Beliefs

Early childhood educators must master teaching techniques [37] that require both
language and education competence [38]. Early childhood teachers’ ability to provide
support in both the first and foreign languages is important for the young learners’ future
language proficiency development [39,40]. Such skills are specialized and are encouraged
by beliefs that differ from those of teachers of secondary or adult students [37,41].
McMahon et al. [42], for example, investigated the relationship between early childhood
education teacher beliefs and children’s classroom involvement, finding a mediating
effect of the teachers’ trust in an overarching theoretical principle. The early childhood
teachers held the belief that children learn knowledge through active engagement in
classroom activities and not through imitating adults [43]. Jacoby and Lesaux [39] also
found that early childhood educators believed young learners’ language proficiency could
not be improved through direct language teaching but instead resulted as a natural
consequence of young learners’ interactions with each other during the completion of
classroom activities.

Such beliefs can be encouraged or influenced by teacher education. Previous studies
found an increase in the novice teachers’ efficacy beliefs after receiving teacher training
[37,44,45]; after the training, they were more willing to try out new teaching techniques
that were introduced in training [37]. Malmberg and Hagger [44] claimed that such
changes in teacher beliefs after receiving teacher education are usually related to
experiential learning activities such as microteaching in classrooms; teacher education
usually has a “meaningful and positive impact” ([44], p. 679). However, this is not to say
that all teacher education will positively impact pre-service teachers; if the teacher
education is not delivered in a supportive manner, there is the potential risk of a reduction
in teaching confidence [46].

2.4. Gaps between Pre-Service Teacher Beliefs and Practice

Pre-service teachers’ classroom teaching can be affected by factors originating within
or adjacent to teacher education programs [47-49]. For example, teacher education
programs may use curricula closely tied to teaching practice opportunities; this
combination can be helpful in allowing pre-service teachers to put in practice what was
taught in the classroom. Such endeavors will only be useful if the pre-service teachers
consider the education program as coherent. Canrinus et al. [48] defined education
program coherence as a clear vision for pre-service teachers to provide good teaching
through interactive idea sharing opportunities in their teacher education classes. Teacher
educators’ supervising practicums should ensure they are instilling into pre-service
teachers not just “a set of behaviors but a way of being” ([47], p. 228). Therefore, a
curriculum composed of meaningful class activities can support the pre-service teachers’
teaching practice and their professional development. Providing pre-service teachers
access to meaningful teaching materials [42], and encouraging reflection on teaching
through the review of recorded microteaching lessons can lead to pre-service teacher
satisfaction [47]. For example, Giiven and Cakir [37] found that pre-service primary
English teachers’ self-efficacy beliefs changed after taking a course that trained them in
how to teach young learners.

Numerous studies have investigated the relationship between teacher beliefs and
practices [47,50-55]. While many studies have found a reflection of teachers’ beliefs in
their teaching, some studies have also found a gap between the two [53,56,57]. For
example, Sendil and Erden [53] found that pre-service teachers who believed teachers
should be facilitators or guides for young learners were not found to take on the role of a
facilitator or guide in their teaching of young learners. Moreover, the researchers found
pre-service teachers that claimed “children require the teacher only during activities, not
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during play time” ([53], p. 627) were found to be actively involved with the children
during play time. Furthermore, the pre-service teachers believed play and learning were
separate but were found to incorporate teaching activities into children’s play. The gaps
between teacher beliefs and practice have been influenced by the teachers’ educational
background, teacher education, social norms, and cultural conditions [53,58-60].

Educators have attempted to bridge the divide between beliefs and practice by
incorporating practical teaching components into their education courses [47,53]. As one
example, Sailors et al. [47] provided an experimental group of teachers with teacher
education in materials development, workshopping, and directive coaching. The
experimental group teachers showed marked positive changes in their beliefs after the
teacher education, especially in terms of their self-efficacy of teaching and their beliefs
about and their level of comfort in teaching language. However, when their actual
teaching was compared to that of the control group teachers that did not receive teacher
education, the researchers found no differences in classroom practices. Thus, the ability
for teacher education to affect not only beliefs but the manifestation of those beliefs is
questionable [53,61].

3. Methodology

The purpose of the current study was to explore the beliefs of pre-service pre-primary
English teachers in the Macau Special Administrative Region of China and to examine
whether these beliefs influenced their pedagogical practices inside the classroom during
microteaching activities with their peers. The purpose of this study was accomplished by
conducting a case study; this allowed the authors to observe the pre-service teachers’
beliefs through the pedagogical decisions they made during peer microteaching. As cases
are bounded by time and activity [62], the authors collected data in the form of written
reflections and peer microteaching from the pre-service pre-primary teachers while they
were enrolled in a teacher education course over a four-month period of time. The
research reported in this paper is only one part of a much larger study conducted on the
beliefs of pre-service pre-primary English teachers and teacher educators. The
methodology was approved by the ethics review board of the University of Macau under
number SSHRE19-APP071-FED.

3.1. Participants in a Pre-Service Teacher Education Course

Seventy-five third-year pre-service pre-primary education majors enrolled in an
English language learning in early childhood course were recruited as participants in the
study. They were all female and between the ages of 20 and 21. The 16-week 3-credit
course aimed to prepare students to teach English to pre-primary pupils who learn
English as a second or foreign language, emphasizing the practice of various language
activities. In addition, students learned to design, adopt, and adapt different teaching
materials and teaching aids to plan English lessons for pre-primary pupils. At the end of
the course, the education students should have gained an understanding of various
language teaching approaches and their underlying theories. Although less emphasized,
the course also trained students in classroom English, lesson planning, and teaching
pronunciation. Course content was delivered through lecturing, and students were
required to complete weekly readings, engage in peer microteaching, reflect on their
beliefs about teaching English to pre-primary level learners in Macau, provide oral
feedback to their peers about their microteaching, and take a final exam.

The majority of class sessions were devoted to the discussion (pair, group, and class)
of assigned readings, microteaching, and providing peer and teacher feedback on the
microteaching. To aid in the successful integration of theory and teaching approaches into
discussions and lesson planning, some class sessions were also reserved for teacher-led
lecturing. Presentation slides accompanied the lectures. The assigned readings and
lecturing were intended to enhance the understanding of theory, teaching approaches,
and related concepts. Students were required to be active listeners during lectures and
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active readers when reading the assigned readings; they were asked to take notes during
the lectures and on the reading materials covered. Prior to microteaching, the pre-service
teachers wrote very short lesson plans that included sections on the target students,
rationale, goal(s), learning objective(s), materials, assessment, and procedures. After
engaging in microteaching, the pre-service teachers received written feedback from their
teacher educator, and they were encouraged to provide oral feedback to their peers. The
teacher educator required the pre-service teachers to offer oral feedback to their peers on
both areas for improvement and areas that were handled well. These learning activities
were aimed at developing the pre-service teachers’ teaching philosophies for teaching pre-
primary pupils EFL in the Macau SAR. The required course readings were taken from
eight sources (mostly teacher education textbooks) that focused on the teaching of English
to young learners. The topics covered included: children learning a foreign language,
children learning language through tasks and activities, children learning spoken
language and pronunciation, children learning words, children learning through stories,
classroom English and classroom management for teaching children; creating, adapting,
and evaluating activities for young language learners; syllabus and lesson planning for
young learners, and young learner assessment.

3.2. Data Collection

Data was collected from the participants twice during the 16-week course. The first
data collection occurred at week 9 when the participants were asked to individually write
a reflection on their beliefs about the teaching of English to kindergarten students in the
Macau SAR. The participants were allowed to write their reflections in English or
Cantonese (their native language); however, all of the participants wrote in English. The
75 written reflections totaled 34,692 running words (Mwords = 463, SDwords = 230). These
handwritten reflections were digitized prior to data analysis. The second data collection
occurred at weeks 10 and 11 when the participants engaged in 5-10 min in-class peer
microteaching activities (the total time equaled 618 min, Mminutes = 8; SDminutes = 2). The
microteaching was video recorded, and these 75 recordings were then transcribed
verbatim. The transcription resulted in 57,107 running words (Mwords = 761, SDwords = 252).

3.3. Data Analysis
3.3.1. Data Management

NVivo 12 was employed to support qualitative data management for this case study.
NVivo 12 provided three major benefits over manual pen-and-paper coding procedures
[63]. First, the reliability of the findings was increased by reducing the potentials for
human error. Second, NVivo 12 enhanced the analysis by allowing for easy coding,
tracking of codes, and comparison of coding completed by different coders [64]. Third,
digitalized categorization of different codes increased the trustworthiness of the findings.

3.3.2. Qualitative Content Analysis

Five qualitative content analysis (QCA) procedures outlined by Schreier [65] were
used to systematically code the textual data (i.e., the written reflections and the
transcriptions of the microteaching lessons) obtained from the participants. First, the
authors became familiar with the data by reading through the written reflections and the
microteaching transcripts three times. Once the authors had gained a holistic view of the
data, a coding frame was selected for use in completing the QCA. As the current study
was part of a much larger study on pre-service pre-primary English teacher and teacher
educator beliefs, a concept-driven deductive approach was used to select a coding frame.
This sixteen-category coding frame was previously developed by the authors for use with
a different yet similar dataset obtained from data collection that involved participants
with the same educational background and learning goals [66]. Second, the subcategories
were mutually exclusive and based on concepts found in the existing teacher beliefs
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literature. Third, two coders used the coding frame to independently code the data (see
Section 3.3.3). Fourth, the second round of coding was carried out to enhance the
trustworthiness and reliability of the coding. Fifth, all the authors scrutinized the results
of the QCA to compare the coding results of the written reflections and the microteaching
transcripts.

After the participants” written reflections and microteaching transcripts had been
coded (see Section 3.3.3), the two coders independently tallied the number of participants
that held the beliefs and the number that practiced the beliefs (see Table 1). These two
totals were based on the coding of the written reflections and the microteaching
transcripts. After these totals were calculated, the coders then independently calculated
the proportion of the participants who held the beliefs and also practiced the beliefs. This
was done by dividing the number of participants that practiced the belief by the number
of participants that held the belief.

3.3.3. Reliability and Validity of the Coding Process

Four strategies were used to enhance the reliability of the results of this case study.
First, prior to coding, an external expert (i.e., a professor of curriculum and instruction)
was invited to assess the validity of the coding frame [65]. The expert confirmed that the
coding frame used in this study was valid, as it adequately represented the targeted belief
themes. Next, the QCA was completed by two different coders (the third and sixth
authors). Each coder was unaware of the other’s coding during the coding process (i.e.,
blind coding). After the first round of coding, the two coders met to compare and discuss
their independent coding. In addition to blind coding, double-coding was also used by
having each of the coder’s code the same data twice, two weeks apart. Coding performed
on the written reflections was completed at the sentence level. Coding performed on the
microteaching transcripts was performed holistically, requiring the coders to examine the
transcripts for examples of teaching that illustrated the definitions of the belief themes
(see Table 1). For example, if a pre-service teacher engaged in observation, testing, or
interviewing in order to understand the strengths or weaknesses of the students, then the
microteaching transcript for that participant was coded as “beliefs about assessment.” For
confirmation, the coders often referenced the microteaching videos when coding the
microteaching transcripts. The coefficient of agreement for the second round of coding
was above 99%, indicating high reliability [67].
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Table 1. Pre-service Pre-Primary English Teacher Beliefs and Practices.

Number of

Percentage of

Number of . Participants
Participants Participants that Held the
Th Descripti the Th That
eme escription of the Theme That Held the o Belief That also
, Practiced the ,
Belief Belief Practiced the
Belief
refer to teachers’ beliefs regarding “[c]lassroom practice, as a process, involv[ing]
. multiple agents and their interactions within the classroom as a system. The
Beliefs about Classroom . L . .
) process can be manifested in diverse formats and structures, and its effectiveness 56 54 96.43%
Practices , .
can be influenced by numerous factors both internal and external to the
classroom” ([68], p. 489).
Beliefs about Lesson refer to teachers’ beliefs about “objectives, procedures, and materials
. , e 1, 33 28 84.85%
Planning for...learning activit[ies]” ([69], p. 137).
Beliefs about EFL Learners refer to tea'chers’ conc'eptions of what it means to be Engl?sh learners wh(.)se first
, language is not English and how they should learn English language skills in a 43 36 83.72%
and EFL Learning , ) .
non-English-speaking community ([69], p. 73).
Beliefs about the Goals of are teachers’ beliefs regarding the “creat[ion of] skillful L2 users with all their 11 6 54.559%
Language Teaching extra attributes, not shadows of native speakers” ([70], p. 51). e
are those beliefs regarding “the act or process of gathering data in order to better
Beliefs about Assessment understand the strengths and weaknesses of student learning, as by observation, 2 1 50%
testing, interviews,” and other techniques ([69], p. 12).
refer to “preferred ways of teaching by teachers...[and] these beliefs are broadly
Beliefs about Teaching classified under...knowledge transmission...or knowledge construction.” ([71], 51 16 31.37%

p. 164-165).
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refer to those beliefs about “[pledagogy as the art or science...of being a teacher,
Beliefs about Pedagogical involving methods and techniques of teaching predicated on two conceptions of
4 e . 27 25.93%
Knowledge pedagogy: the liberal, emphasizing the autonomy of the child; and the
conservative, emphasizing the authority of the teacher” ([72], p. 822).
Beliefs about Content are teachers’ beliefs regarding ”[k]noiuledge of the subject and its organizing 10 20%
structures” ([73], p. 2).
. “refer to what teachers do in classrooms” [and can be related to] “teacher
Bel bout the Rol
eliefs abou e o o identity —the ways that teachers think about themselves and their classroom 43 0
Teaching .
roles” ([74], p. 3).
are teachers’ beliefs regarding “[k]nowing how to learn from classroom teaching
Beliefs about Learning to experiences. It means planning these experiences in a way that affords learning 20 0
Teach and then reflecting on the outcomes in order to maximize the benefits that can be
gained from the experiences” ([75], p. 206).
refer to how teachers feel about the “technique in teacher education that uses
Beliefs about Microteaching short, specific episodes of teaching, usually videotaped, for analysis and 17 0
instruction” ([69], p. 154).
are teachers’ beliefs about themselves which emphasize that “...teacher self-
Beliefs about the Self efficacy and teacher emotions can be important ways for...language teachers to 16 0
enhance [their] overall quality” ([76], p. 1400).
Beliefs about the Subject are teachers’ beliefs toward “[a]n area of learning and study; discipline” ([69], p. 5 0
246).
Beliefs about Hearsay are teachers’ beliefs”regarding ’i [w]hat is done or written, as well as to what is ) 0
spoken” without evidence-based support ([77], p. 192).
are teachers’ beliefs regarding “judging the quality of their work, based on
Beliefs about Self-evaluation  evidence and explicit criteria, for the purpose of doing better work in the future” 2 0

({781, p. 1).
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are teachers’ beliefs regarding “their own student experiences... [that] guide their
interaction with and evaluation of ideas presented in course- and field-based
experiences, causing them to accept, modify, or discount those ideas” ([79], p.
132).

Beliefs about Schooling

Note: Participant total N = 75.
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4. Results

Analysis of the written reflections revealed 16 themes related to the pre-service pre-
primary teachers’ beliefs about teaching EFL to very young learners. Eight of these beliefs
were found to be reflected in the teachers’ microteaching with varying degrees. The
proportion of the participants that held these eight beliefs (i.e., found within the written
reflections) and practiced these beliefs in their microteaching ranged from 20% to 96.43%.
These beliefs included beliefs about (1) classroom practices, (2) lesson planning, (3) EFL
learners and learning, (4) the goals of language teaching, (5) assessment, (6) teaching, (7)
pedagogical knowledge, and (8) content. None of the participants implemented all these
beliefs in their microteaching. The remaining eight beliefs were not reflected in the
teachers’ microteaching. These consisted of beliefs about (1) the role of teaching, (2)
learning to teach, (3) microteaching, (4) the self, (5) the subject, (6) hearsay, (7) self-
evaluation, and (8) schooling. Table 1 provides the name of each belief theme, a
description of the belief theme, the number of the participants that held a belief
categorized under each belief theme, and the number and percentage of the participants
that practiced a belief categorized under each theme.

4.1. Pre-Service Pre-Primary Teachers’ Beliefs Reflected in Their Microteaching
4.1.1. Beliefs about Classroom Practices

The most salient beliefs practiced by the participants were their beliefs about
classroom practices. Classroom practices were defined by Li and Oliverira ([68], p. 489) as
“involv[ing] multiple agents and their interactions within the classroom as a system. The
process can be manifested in diverse formats and structures, and its effectiveness can be
influenced by numerous factors both internal and external to the classroom.” In the
reflections, the participants described an ideal early childhood language classroom as
interactive and filled with various types of activities that can ease young EFL learners’
anxiety while motivating them to become more engaged in learning. They believed
classroom activities should include singing songs, telling stories, and playing games
centered on different topics. For example, Participant 4 explained how she planned to use
stories and games to teach:

[Stories and games can] attract students to study the language. Both can make
students feel interest[ed] and [become] willing to join in. We can change the content of
game[s] and use them in other lesson[s]...Stories can develop children’s formal language
use, including vocabulary, phrases, grammar, listening, and oral skills...[while] games
[can be used to] focus on phrases or single words.

During the microteaching, Participant 4 used a Winnie the Pooh game that
incorporated singing to teach weather vocabulary.

Participant 4:...Now I want to play a game with you. This game [is] call[ed] —weather
reporter. Winnie the Pooh and his friend want to go outside, but they don’t know how’s
the weather. And [can] anyone help them?

Student A: Yes.

Participant 4: Ok. [Does] anyone want to help them? Yes. You pick a doll [from] this
bag. Ok, find his house. [Participant 4 points to a poster with different characters and their
homes with different weather. The student must match the doll pulled from the bag to the
picture and then tell the weather.] How’s the weather?

Student A: Windy.

Participant 4: Ok, let me sing [it] again. How’s [the] weather?

Student A: Windy. It's windy today.

Participant 4: Wow, you did a great job. Please go back to your seat. And then, who?

Students: Me!

Participant 4: Ok! One, two, three, go! Lucy! Wow, Jessica! Go find his house! Sing
the song! How’s the weather?

Student B: Sunny!
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Participant 4: How’s the weather?
Students: Sunny!

4.1.2. Beliefs about Lesson Planning

Harris and Hodges [69] defined beliefs about lesson planning as the “objectives,
procedures, and materials for...learning activit[ies].” In general, a lesson plan should
include a description of the lesson, goals and/or objectives, target students, teaching
materials, and procedures. Among the thirty-three participants who expressed beliefs
about lesson planning, twenty-eight of them illustrated this in their microteaching. For
example, Participant 62 explained how teachers should design lessons in which the
children “learn by doing” and that language goals should require learners to use language
related to their daily life, such as “the actions they do after waking up in the morning.”
This belief was also shown in Participant 62’s microteaching.

Participant 62: Good morning, everybody.

Students: Good morning.

Participant 62: OK. Before we start today, I want to talk to you about what we going
to do. Today we are talking about things that we do in the morning. OK? After we wake
up in the morning, OK?... OK. So, this is wake up. [Participant 62 shows a picture of a girl
waking up.] First, could you come [to] the front please? Can you do [the action] with me
together? [The student and Participant 62 stretch as if they had just woken up.]

4.1.3. Beliefs about EFL Learners and Learning

Thirty-six of the participants mentioned their beliefs about EFL learners and EFL
learning in their written reflections. They wrote about their future target students by
describing their ages, mother tongue, and expected English proficiency. They also
explained how the age of the learners required creative approaches for teaching language
including designing lessons that were child-centered and activity-oriented. For example,
Participant 9 believed that young learners in Macau should be taught English using the
English language as long as a teacher offers proper scaffolding:

[Young learners] can be taught English as a second language using English. We know
that like ESL [English as a second language] learners, EFL learners in Macau will have
many chances to speak or listen [to] English outside the class, such as watching TV [or
when] shopping. So, they will notice and want to learn that language. As for thelir]
teacher[s], we need to [provide learners] exposure to English through games and tasks.
Teachers can be guides-ensuring students reach their potential by develop[ing] their ZPD
[zone of proximal development] through the use of scaffolding.

During the microteaching, Participant 9 considered the target students” contextual
background and their current ZPD. During the microteaching, she mentioned that the
students already knew the order and names of the 26 letters. Below is an excerpt from the
microteaching where she builds on this previous knowledge mentioned in her lesson plan
to have students increase their listening fluency in order to understand the names and
sounds of the letters through involvement in game play.

Participant 9: Yes. Today I want to play a game with you. I will start [some] music
[and]...when I start the music, you need to follow me [to] walk around the classroom. Can
you see all over the classroom there are some letters?

Students: Yes.

Participant 9:...listen to my instruction, and I will say “Can you see a letter B?” and
then you need to quickly find the letter before the music stops. Understand?

Students: Yes.

Participant 9: Really?

Student A: Should...should I bring the letter back?

Participant 9: Yes, bring it to me and show the letter to me. Ok? So, are you ready?

Students: Yes.
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4.1.4. Beliefs about the Goals of Language Teaching

The beliefs about the goals of language teaching refer to the beliefs about the
“creat[ion of] skillful 1.2 users with all their extra attributes, not shadows of native
speakers” ([70], p. 51). We found six participants that wrote reflections regarding beliefs
about the goals of language teaching that were evident in their microteaching. The
participants emphasized that teachers should always keep their teaching and language
learning goals in mind by setting goals that they can guide students in reaching step by
step. In addition, some participants mentioned that due to the age and cognitive
development stage of very young EFL learners, they were more willing to learn English if
taught in an interesting manner in a vivid classroom environment. These participants set
goals for their microteaching that incorporated interactive or curiosity-encouraging
elements. For example, Participant 11 stated during her microteaching that she wanted
the “...students [to] know different animals [which] can give us different products for use
in daily life.” She made the students aware of the expected learning outcomes and also
got them involved in the lesson through a curiosity-arousing game that required the
learners to listen to sounds and guess the names of animals. Then the learners could
confirm the guesses by removing small animal figures from a cloth bag. She then sang a
verse of a song incorporating each animal’s name and the product it provided.
Specifically, Participant 11 related the language learning goal of learning about “farm
animals” to those animals that provided products, such as milk from cows or wool from
sheep, used by the children in their daily lives. Participant 72 and others stated in their
written reflections that teachers should be “using stories and games [that] have a clear
goal. That is when students will learn language [from] the teaching.” During the
microteaching, Participant 72 also stated the goals in preparation for the execution of the
activity:

Participant 72: Today we are going to play a game-a very fun game. After playing
this game, I believe that most of you will remember all the names of the fruits. Ok? And
here are five flash cards in my hand. And all of you should have a flash card. So, I will just
hand them out. Dara, Ruth, Suzie, and Tricia. So, hey, just look at me. What am I holding
in my hand?

Students: Apple.

Participant 72: Yes, very good. It’s [an] apple. So, I am holding an apple in my hand.
I am going to say this: “apple down, apple down, apple down, then orange down.” So,
the student who is holding an orange needs to follow me and do what I did. You can say
any...[of] the five fruits, ok? You can also say banana, or you can say lemon, or you can
say pear. So, can you guys do it?

Students: Yes.

4.1.5. Beliefs about Assessment

Teachers’ beliefs about assessment regard beliefs about “the act or process of
gathering data in order to better understand the strengths and weaknesses of student
learning, as by observation, testing, interviews and other techniques” ([69], p. 12).
Altogether, there were two participants that discussed their beliefs about assessment in
their written reflections; however, only one participant exhibited these beliefs in her
microteaching.

The two participants that wrote about their assessment beliefs felt that there were
two types of assessments. The first type of assessment occurred right after teaching and
was used by a teacher to assess learning of “just taught material.” Another type of
assessment was used to assess whether what students had previously learned had been
retained; this type of assessment should be provided at a later date. They referred to these
as “immediate assessment” and “delayed assessment,” and those assessments could be
given as games the young learners would play. More specifically, Participant 54 wrote
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about how assessments need to be administered in a clear way, or learners may be
confused:

The number of assessments can [be many]...but the assessment in [a] game may not
[be] efficient or effective [if] I [do] not provide a clear instruction of the game rules. The
kids may misunderstand the rules.

During the microteaching she used direct questioning that required students to
verbally provide answers. This was a form of what was referred to as “delayed
assessment,” as she was confirming their knowledge of previously taught color words.

Participant 54:...Who can tell me the colors that we learned last time? What is this?
[Participant 54 shows a card with a color square.]

Student A: This is red.

Participant 54: OK. What color is it?

Student B: It is orange.

Participant 54: And then what color is it?

Student C: It is yellow.

Participant 54: Yes. And the last one, what color is it?

Student D: It is green.

Participant 54: Great!

4.1.6. Beliefs about Teaching

“Beliefs about teaching...referred to the preferred ways of teaching by teachers”
([71], p.164). Sixteen participants mentioned their beliefs about teaching in their written
reflections, and these beliefs were also shown in their microteaching. Some participants
believed that good teaching needs to balance teacher-centered and student-centered
methods. Some also wrote that exaggerated body movements are needed when teaching
to convey meaning to young learners. They also thought pre-teaching and demonstrations
were needed to successfully teach an EFL lesson to very young learners. For example,
Participant 67 shared:

Preparation include[s] pre-teaching of language items and vocabulary. [These]
prepare the learners to be able to complete a core activity successfully.

When teaching left, right, forward, and backward, Participant 67 first pre-taught
these four words using pictures and her body movements before asking the learners to
perform the same body movements when she sang a song that included the targeted
words.

Participant 67:...0k, I will sing a song. When I sing the word forward, you should do
the forward action like this [Participant 67 performs the action]: step one, step two, and clap
your hands twice. Ok, listen, pay attention. [She sings the song.] “The teacher says move
forward, the teacher says move right, the teacher says move backward, the teacher says
move left.” Very good.

Other participants mentioned that effective teaching included activities that
gradually increased in difficulty, or that teaching incorporating the native language
(Cantonese) should be used to reduce difficulty. For example, Participant 4 believed that
Cantonese should be used before using English when teaching. She considered that
teaching in this way could “create a positive environment for learners” by “scaffolding
the kids when they cannot understand well.” During the microteaching lesson about “a
rainy day,” she moved between the two languages. She also used Cantonese to first
introduce the language content she was going to teach in English before switching back
to English to teach that language content.

Participant 4: Can anyone tell me what is your feeling on [a] rainy day?

Student A: Water.

Teacher: Yes. On [a] rainy you may get wet! EESEIRME T - A& - HAFE
ST ? fiER | REBIE - ZZFWAX - 25 - ¥t © [It makes us wet. And then? What do
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we need to bring? Umbrella! And then? We need to wear raincoats. What else? Rain
boots.] Please read after me. Rainy.

Students: Rainy.

Participant 4: Rainy.

Students: Rainy.

4.1.7. Beliefs about Pedagogical Knowledge

Participants’ beliefs about pedagogical knowledge refer to those beliefs about “being
a teacher, involving methods and techniques of teaching predicated on two conceptions
of pedagogy: the liberal, emphasizing the autonomy of the child; and the conservative,
emphasizing the authority of the teacher” ([72], p. 822). Seven participants were found to
put the pedagogies and approaches they described in their written reflections to practice
in their microteaching. The most commonly practiced pedagogy was Total Physical
Response (TPR). TPR requires “learners to respond physically to imperatives given by the
teacher, who has contrived these imperatives in such a way as to cover the linguistic items
that he or she wishes to teach” ([80], p. 270). TPR encourages the students’ involvement
in language through body movements that children intuitively react to as play,
stimulating an intrinsic interest in English language learning. Most often a teacher will
demonstrate TPR to the students before requiring actions or reactions to given commands.
These actions become increasingly more difficult. Participant 67 explained TPR in her
written reflection as:

A teaching method [using] a lot of physical movements and experiences to assess
teaching and learning...Young learners listen and do actions and follow instructions.
While they feel energetic [they also feel] relaxed...they are learning and absorbing
language.

Section 4.1.6. provides an excerpt from Participant 67’s microteaching lesson where
she applied TPR to teach direction words.

4.1.8. Beliefs about Content

Two participants held beliefs about content and were found to demonstrate these
beliefs in their microteaching. Beliefs about content refers to “[k]Jnowledge of the subject
and its organizing structures” ([73], p. 2). These participants said considering the difficulty
and relevance of content was important. They felt it was important to teach content that
was related to students’ daily lives and was not too difficult. For example, they might
teach weather words that were related to the type of weather the students would actually
experience, and they would not ask students to do things that were beyond their ability
level, such as to read or write out words. The participants were also very concerned about
the accuracy of the language content they taught the young learners. Participant 70
explained that a “teacher must teach and model correct language content. If the teacher
does not do that, student[s] may learn it wrong.” During her microteaching, she taught
students language that could be used to describe their bodies, which she considered useful
and relevant to three-year-old learners. She also noted that since the students were just
learning English, she used both the mother tongue (Cantonese) and English in her lesson:

Participant 70: OK now we are going to learn new phrases today. HMSKXEZEE—
EFrAYEEI4HNU [We are going to learn a new word todayj, it is] body. Repeat. Body.

Students: Body.

Participant 70: Again.

Student A: Body.

Participant 70: What does it mean?

Student B: £5& [body].
Participant 70: ¥ZR/RIEMAIES - [Right, this means our body.] Body, OK? Body.
Students: Body.
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Teacher: Good. And now we are going to do an exercise. I will ask you some
questions and then you answer me. When I say body, everyone does this action, OK?
[Participant 70 does an action, and the students copy.]

4.2. Pre-Service Pre-Primary Teachers’ Beliefs Not Reflected in Their Microteaching
4.2.1. Beliefs about the Role of Teaching

Defined by Keiler [74] as “what teachers do in classrooms,” beliefs about the role of
teaching were touched upon by 43 participants in their written reflections. They discussed
their roles as teachers in the classroom, reflecting different opinions on their identities.
Many participants described themselves as guides or planners. For example, Participant
2 explained:

A teacher is a guide [and] a planner...[Teachers as guides] lead children through
different activities by giv[ing] them instructions. For example, when introducing a new
game, the teacher can scaffold the learners to understand the directions. [A teacher can be
a] planner [when] the teacher design[s] or picks suitable activities at [the] right difficulty
level, [for the] right social context, [containing the] right values and [that helps] achieve
the goal.

4.2.2. Beliefs about Learning to Teach

Beliefs about learning to teach are teachers’ beliefs regarding “[k]nowing how to
learn from classroom teaching experiences. It means planning these experiences in a way
that affords learning and then reflecting on the outcomes in order to maximize the benefits
that can be gained from the experiences” ([75], p. 206). Twenty participants shared their
beliefs about learning to teach acquired from their part-time teaching experiences. For
example, Participant 65 shared:

I [was] a[n] English tutor for 3-5-year-old kids whose first language is Cantonese. At
that time, I tried many methods to teach vocabulary in English, but I found it [was] hard
for them; then I realized I shouldn’t force them to learn language so quick[ly]. Then, I
tr[ied] to motivate them and found many jokes and even magic [tricks] to make them
interest[ed in the lessons]. Then they start[ed] to have passion [and] focused on my
teaching. That's when I noticed what I should do is to first motivate kids, and then be their
guide [who can] lead them to learn English step by little step.

4.2.3. Beliefs about Microteaching

Teachers’ beliefs about microteaching refer to how teachers feel about the “technique
in teacher education that uses short, specific episodes of teaching, usually videotaped, for
analysis and instruction” ([69], p. 154). It was found that seventeen participants mentioned
their beliefs about microteaching in their written reflections. A large proportion of these
participants mentioned that they were looking forward to this experience and felt it could
help them to become qualified in-service teachers. For example, Participant 27 shared:

Microteaching [provides] a good practice for us to try [things] and share ideas about
planning activities for kindergarten [students]. It enables us to learn from one another and
inspires some new thoughts.

4.2 4. Beliefs about Self

Beliefs about self refer to the participants’ beliefs about themselves, emphasizing that
“...teacher self-efficacy and teacher emotions can be important ways for us language
teachers to enhance our overall quality” ([76], p. 1400). Sixteen participants held beliefs
about themselves. Participant 45 shared several insecurities. She shared that, “It is a bit
hard for me to immediately speak English without having any script...Tak[ing] care of the
children’s feelings and meeting my teaching objectives is too hard a job for me.” Other
teachers, such as Participant 49, also shared reservations about their English language
proficiency:



Behav. Sci. 2022, 12, 19

16 of 22

This will be my first time [to] use English to teach a lesson. I have no confidence in
my oral English ability, so 1 am too nervous. It makes my speed of speech too fast, [so] I
need to improve my [oral] English [fluency].

4.2.5. Beliefs about the Subject

Beliefs about the subject are the teachers’ beliefs about “[a]n area of learning and
study; discipline” ([69], p. 246). In this study, the subject refers to the English language
taught in the Macau kindergarten classroom. Five participants mentioned their beliefs
about English in their written reflections. Most of these participants admitted the
importance of keeping English as a part of early childhood curriculum in Macau. For
example, Participant 24 stated that “English is a very important language. People from
many countries speak English.” Participant 58 also agreed that “Nowadays, English is one
of the [most] important language[s] around us.”

4.2.6. Beliefs about Hearsay

Beliefs about hearsay are the participants’ beliefs regarding “[w]hat is done or
written, as well as...what is spoken” without evidence-based support ([77], p. 192). Two
participants in this study stated beliefs that were based on hearsay. For example,
Participant 34 mentioned that she believed certain aspects about learning a second
language that were told to her by someone else. Participant 27 shared some advice that
someone else gave her in the past about how young children learn a second language and
she also believed what they told her.

4.2.7. Beliefs about Self-Evaluation

Beliefs about self-evaluation are teachers’ beliefs regarding “judging the quality of
their work, based on evidence and explicit criteria, for the purpose of doing better work
in the future” ([78], p. 1). Two participants shared their beliefs about self-evaluation in
their written reflections. Participant 28, for example, provided a thorough self-assessment
of what she planned for the microteaching:

When I think about my microteaching, I [get] very nervous. My chosen theme is
birthday...but I think I can’t show the theme very clear[ly]...I think that I can do a good
job [and] not [be] too fast or slow. And I [have] done a good job in teaching the birthday
song in the past...In terms of teaching aids, birthday scenes, birthday cakes, and candles
can be used...[and] I can arrange the classroom like [a] birthday party so that children can
feel the birthday atmosphere [is] more realistic... I can think of more ways to interact with
students, giv[ing] students more opportunities to speak and act, [and I can] try to avoid
speaking too much...The tone of my speech should be lively and [I should] try to speak
as smoothly as possible.

4.2.8. Beliefs about Schooling

Beliefs about schooling refer to the participants’ beliefs regarding “their own student
experiences...[that] guide their interaction with and evaluation of ideas presented in
course- and field-based experiences, causing them to accept, modify, or discount those
ideas” ([79], p- 132). Only two participants shared their beliefs about the influence of their
schooling. For example, Participant 33 explained how the medium of instruction in her
school might have influenced her future teaching ability, since she was taught in a school
that used Cantonese and not English as the language of instruction. She felt because of her
lack of experience learning in English, it would be difficult for her to teach in English. She
felt her English was “weaker” and felt “the more [she] fears, the more [she would] have
to face.”

5. Discussion
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The findings showed 16 different beliefs about various aspects of teaching English to
very young learners held by the pre-service pre-primary teachers after participating in an
English teaching methodology course in a bachelor of pre-primary education program.
Eight of the beliefs were reflected in their classroom microteaching in varying degrees,
while the remaining eight beliefs were not implemented in their practices. These
differences can be explained in relation to the course content and activities, the student
teachers’ background, and the sociocultural factors that may influence the teachers’ beliefs
and practices.

Most notably, beliefs about (1) classroom practices, (2) lesson planning, and (3) EFL
learners and learning were the most predominant among the participants. Also, these
beliefs were reflected quite well in the teachers’ classroom microteaching (83%-96%). This
could be due to the prevalence of these aspects in the course. Specifically, the pre-service
teachers spent a large amount of time learning how to deal with classroom practices such
as setting up learning tasks, giving instructions, and classroom management. They also
completed a significant amount of practice designing lesson plans for microteaching.
While discussing and repeating these two aspects of classroom practice, the student
teachers were told to keep in mind the characteristics and socio-cultural backgrounds of
their target learners, as well as their learning goal. This might have led to the development
of teachers’ beliefs about EFL learners and learning. It should be noted that, within the
bachelor of pre-primary education program taken under study, this course was the only
one that specifically focused on the methodology of teaching EFL. Therefore, it is not
surprising to observe that these three beliefs were held by the majority of the participants
and were largely implemented in their practice. It should be mentioned that the course
was successful in developing the pre-service teachers’ beliefs and practices regarding
these most important aspects of EFL teaching methodology. These findings support
Reynolds et al.’s [66] study with pre-service pre-primary teachers in Macau. Also, these
findings are generally in line with the literature in L2 teacher education and professional
development [33,44,81-83]. Busch [81], for example, argued that although teachers’ beliefs
are difficult to change, educational courses that provide pre-service teachers with
sufficient opportunities to practice their new knowledge gained in the course could affect
teachers’ cognitive changes. Ha and Murray’s [82] study supported this argument, further
arguing that even with experienced teachers and complex aspects of teacher learning,
experiential learning and reflective activities could help teachers change their beliefs.

What is more notable about these findings is the pre-service teachers’ beliefs
observable in their microteaching. Previous studies in teacher education research looked
mainly at the development of teachers’ beliefs. The current study showed that the teachers
could implement some of their beliefs about important aspects of English language
teaching to very young learners in their microteaching. Specifically, the development of
beliefs about classroom practices, as well as beliefs about EFL learners and learning, are
particularly important for the participants in the current study. As opposed to previous
studies regarding EFL pre-service teachers’ beliefs about teaching practices where the
teachers were exposed to various courses of EFL-related subjects and EFL teaching, the
participants in the current study were only exposed to EFL teaching methodology in this
course because their bachelor program focused on early childhood education and not
language education. Therefore, these beliefs and practices would be very significant for
them, helping them prepare for the subsequent practicum experience and for real teaching
in the workplace.

The second set of beliefs that were relatively evident in the pre-service teachers’
practices included beliefs about (1) the goals of language learning, (2) assessment, (3)
teaching, (4) pedagogical knowledge, and (5) content (from 20% to 55% match observed
in microteaching). These mismatches seem to be natural because not all beliefs could be
reflected in the classroom practices due to the complex nature of the teaching. Similar
findings were also reported in the literature in that teachers’ beliefs and practices are not
always congruent [31,32,53,56,84], especially studies with pre-service teachers [85]. This
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may be due to the fact that the pre-service teachers did not have sufficient time and
opportunities to turn their theoretical knowledge and beliefs into practice. The findings
that the teachers held various beliefs about different aspects of English language teaching
and learning (rather than focusing on a particular aspect) differed from some studies on
EFL teacher education where pre-service teachers were reported to focus primarily on
developing students’ English proficiency [3]. The teachers in this current study reported
more concerns about how to teach (e.g., how to create an enjoyable, lively classroom
atmosphere) rather than what to teach (e.g., content). This may be due to the influence of
the teachers’ conception of the overall objective of early childhood education, that is, their
main role is to help young learners have fun while learning via learning by playing.

Regarding the remaining reported beliefs, there were no observable practices related
to any of these beliefs. These included beliefs about (1) the role of teaching, (2) learning to
teach, (3) microteaching, (4) the self, (5) the subject, (6) hearsay, (7) self-assessment, and
(8) schooling. This result appears to be surprising. However, this may be due to the fact
that the microteaching lasted from only five to ten minutes, which did not allow the
practice of these activities to occur. Secondly, some of these beliefs may not be easily
shown in practice, even when the teachers were observed for a more extended period of
time. For example, beliefs about schooling (i.e., their experiences as students) may only be
revealed in practice in the end-of-term teaching sessions where the teachers spend more
time giving students feedback concerning a period of study. It should be noted that the
absence in the microteaching of aspects related to these beliefs does not mean that the
teachers or the course failed. The development of the teachers’ cognitive aspects, such as
teachers’ beliefs, knowledge, and understanding, were particularly important because
such development could help pre-service teachers reflect on their on-going teacher
learning process during the course study, the practicum, and the initial period of formal
teaching. Such processes would help teachers to become reflective practitioners [86] and
subsequently, effective teachers.

6. Limitations and Future Directions

This study has several limitations that need to be mentioned as a caveat to readers as
they interpret the findings. Firstly, the microteaching lessons lasted from five to ten
minutes each; therefore, there were not sufficient opportunities for the teachers to
illustrate all the teaching aspects related to the 16 belief themes. Firstly, this limitation was
due to the fact that the current study was conducted with two intact classes in a bachelor
of pre-primary education program, and the duration of microteaching was fixed
according to the course guidelines. Secondly, the study was qualitative in nature, but it
involved a large number of participants, which limited the study data to observations and
written reflections. Future studies could employ stimulated recall interviews following
participants” microteaching to take an emic view and gain more insights into the matches
or mismatches between teachers’ beliefs and practices. Thirdly, another possible
limitation is that the teachers’ beliefs were captured at a particular moment in time after
they had received around two months of English teacher education and engaged in peer
teaching. Future studies could take a longitudinal study design to document the trajectory
of teachers’ beliefs throughout their teacher education program. For example, future
studies could ask student teachers to keep a journal to reflect on their own microteaching,
as well as that of their peers, throughout the English language teacher education course.

7. Conclusions and Implications

The current study explored the beliefs of pre-service pre-primary teachers about EFL
teaching for very young learners and whether such beliefs were reflected in their
microteaching. Analyses of written reflections and microteaching by the participants (75
pre-service teachers) showed that the teachers held 16 beliefs about various aspects of
teaching EFL to preschool learners, although not all of the teachers held the same beliefs.
Some of these beliefs, such as beliefs about classroom practice, lesson planning, and EFL
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learners and learning, were held by the majority of the teachers and were clearly reflected
in their microteaching. However, eight of the beliefs were missing in the teachers’
classroom practices.

This study provided several novel insights into the current literature of teacher
education research. Firstly, it was one of the few reported attempts to explore the beliefs
and practices of pre-service pre-primary EFL teachers, an underexplored research area.
Most of the previous literature focused on either EFL teachers who were pursuing a
bachelor’s degree in EFL teaching, or on early childhood teachers in general. The current
study showed that a well-designed educational course could equip pre-service teachers
to develop various beliefs and practices regarding important areas of EFL teaching.
Classroom practice, lesson planning, and appropriate conceptions of EFL learners and
learning are perhaps the most important areas of learning for pre-service teachers. The
teachers in the present study clearly showed these beliefs in their written reflections and
microteaching. This could be seen as a sign of the success of the course, which might be
due to the richer exposure to these aspects during the study processes. This suggests that
future similar educational courses should emphasize experiential and reflective learning
components which can help teachers shape their beliefs and practices regarding these
essential areas of teaching in preparation for their practicum and initial formal teaching
experiences.

It should be noted that this study was not designed to investigate the match or
mismatches between pre-service teachers’ beliefs and practices. Instead, the main purpose
was to explore what beliefs the pre-service teachers may have developed during their EFL
teaching methodology course, and what aspects of these beliefs may be reflected in their
microteaching. The exploratory nature of the study allows us to provide some useful
insights into the learning and development of some cognitive aspects and practices related
to EFL teaching in a particular context. Apart from the more prominent finding that eight
beliefs were reflected in the teachers’” microteaching, the other findings may also have
important implications. While it may be due to the fact that the limited microteaching
duration did not allow the teachers to implement their beliefs into practice, this finding
may also suggest that EFL teacher education course designers should clearly articulate the
objectives of the course so that particular activities can be prioritized. By providing future
pre-service teachers with sufficient opportunities to reflect on what they learn, the teacher
educators will allow them the chance to shape their understanding, knowledge, and
beliefs about important aspects of teaching EFL to young learners, motivating them to
implement such beliefs in their microteaching. Thus, pre-service teachers will be prepared
for their practicum and initial formal teaching.
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