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Language teacher beliefs have received increasing research attention for the past few decades. However, little is known about the beliefs of pre-service teachers in the pre-primary English as a foreign language (EFL) education context. This qualitative case study extends this line of inquiry by investigating the trajectory of student teachers' beliefs about teaching English to pre-primary learners in Macau within a teacher education course. The participants included 60 pre-service teachers taking an English Language Activities course in their third year of a 4-year Bachelor of pre-primary education program. The data comprised written reflections collected at three points in time during the 16-week course: at the beginning of the course, mid-way through the course, and at the end of the course. The findings showed five broad themes, constituted from 15 subthemes, regarding (1) learners and learning, (2) teaching, (3) subject, (4) self, and (5) learning to teach. The major themes have been documented in the literature, but several subthemes were identified for the first time in the context of pre-primary EFL teacher education. More importantly, the findings revealed that some of the subthemes were newly shaped and several subthemes were reshaped as a consequence of taking the course. The findings were interpreted in relation to the content of the course, the experiential learning opportunities, the pre-service teachers' prior experiences of language learning and teaching, and the local language teaching and learning context. Implications for pre-service teacher education programs are discussed.
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INTRODUCTION

Teachers' beliefs are shaped by experiences. Critical times in teachers' lives, such as when they receive teacher education, are especially important in shaping, solidifying, and changing their pedagogical beliefs. The beliefs held by teachers have been shown to influence their classroom teaching (Borg, 2003; Ha and Murray, 2020), which subsequently influences their students' learning. Therefore, it is important to understand whether and how teacher education can change pre-service teacher beliefs that will lead to effective learning outcomes. As the English language education students receive from pre-primary teachers during early childhood education (ECE) could have lasting effects well into adulthood, it is of paramount importance to understand how teacher education in pre-primary education programs can influence the beliefs pre-service pre-primary teachers have about English teaching and learning. This is especially important in teacher education contexts such as the Macau Special Administrative Region (SAR) of China, in which the amount of language teacher education that pre-service pre-primary teachers receive is limited. Thus, a case study was undertaken to track the beliefs of a group of pre-service pre-primary teachers from the Macau SAR that were receiving English teacher education and training.



LITERATURE REVIEW


Teacher Beliefs

Beliefs are defined as “propositions individuals consider to be true and which are often tacit, have a strong evaluative and affective component, provide a basis for action, and are resistant to change” (Borg, 2011, pp. 370–371). Teacher beliefs have been shown to influence their classroom behaviors, and understanding teachers' beliefs is important because it helps to understand teachers' teaching practices (Borg, 2003; Ha and Nguyen, 2021). In the context of teacher education, beliefs are considered to be an essential element in teacher learning (Borg, 2011; Ha and Murray, 2021). Various studies have investigated teacher beliefs about teaching, learning and learners, subjects, and self as a teacher (Calderhead, 1996; Borg, 2003). This body of literature has shown that teacher education is more likely to influence teachers' practices than any other force.

A considerable number of studies have indicated that teacher education impacts teachers' beliefs, professional development, and subsequent teaching practices (Zheng, 2009; Tang et al., 2014). Pre-service teachers may hold biased teaching beliefs at the beginning of their training stages (Clark-Goff and Eslami, 2016); for example, some pre-service teachers ideate that “teaching and learning” are “telling and memorizing” (Zheng, 2009). Therefore, pre-service teachers need somehow to eliminate their pre-existing misconceptions about teaching and learning; doing so will result in fewer difficulties being encountered during actual future teaching (Zheng, 2009; McLean et al., 2013). Fortunately, when compared to in-service teacher beliefs, pre-service teacher beliefs are more changeable. Because student teachers have not had time to form certain teaching patterns in the beginning stage of becoming teachers, if these unfounded beliefs are changed, their future teaching practice and students' learning can be positively affected (Zheng, 2009; Voss and Kunter, 2019). For instance, Akaba et al. (2020) examined pre-service teachers' beliefs concerning school policy adjustments, pinpointing that “individualized, localized support” and “coherent communication” (p. 13) between policy makers and pre-service teachers can largely affect pre-service teachers' teaching experiences as well as improving their teaching quality. Their findings showed that pre-service teachers long for more pedagogical autonomy during the policy decision-making process and teaching practice. Additionally, same as in-service teachers, pre-service teachers' future professional and personal development can be swayed by their beliefs (Zheng, 2009; Lin, 2013; Yuan and Zhang, 2017). Specifically, pre-service teachers who consider teaching as a job and not a “life-long learning process” (Zheng, 2009, p. 77) would not realize the importance of professional development.



English as a Foreign Language Teacher Beliefs

In the fields of both general education and language education, the significance of teacher beliefs has been widely acknowledged. In addition to the English subject, teacher beliefs about other knowledge domains have also been investigated in the existing literature (e.g., Atabek and Burak, 2020; Yuan et al., 2020). However, differing from other subject teachers, previous studies have shown that English language teachers usually hold mixed motivations and beliefs, including altruistic (e.g., desire to teach children and influence their future development), intrinsic (e.g., interests in English language or in teaching itself), and extrinsic (e.g., salary, social support, and working environment) (Yuan and Zhang, 2017). Zheng (2009) pointed out that instead of spending time on learning pedagogical knowledge within their education programs, pre-service English language teachers prefer utilizing the majority of their time to enhance their English proficiency. Thus, insufficient pedagogical knowledge will certainly affect their teaching beliefs as well as teaching practice. Therefore, different pedagogical methods are necessary to be introduced to English teachers so that they can adapt and apply these approaches to their unique teaching contexts, adjust the existing teaching approaches based on their own teaching experience, and then create more flexible and student-oriented English learning methods (Lin, 2013).

Pre-service teacher beliefs have been investigated at all levels of education, including college instructors (Aksoy, 2017), high school teachers (Cheung and Hennebry-Leung, 2020), primary school teachers (Atabek and Burak, 2020), and pre-primary school teachers (Munez et al., 2017; Alacam and Olgan, 2019). These studies have generally found that novice teachers often feel stressed when receiving teacher training and feel disenchanted or even experience emotional exhaustion during the actual teaching practice (Voss and Kunter, 2019).

Regarding pre-service pre-primary English teachers, educational researchers have focused on exploring the relationship between teacher beliefs and teaching practice (Cheung and Hennebry-Leung, 2020; Albaiz and Ernest, 2021), parent involvement (Alacam and Olgan, 2019) and professional development (Brown, 2016; Munez et al., 2017). The results of these studies have shown pre-service pre-primary teachers' interactions with students, schools, parents, and professional development activities all impacted the formation of teacher beliefs. For example, Alacam and Olgan (2019) found that pre-service pre-primary teachers generally were highly confident in organizing parent involvement activities while having low skills in handling the relationships with parents. Albaiz and Ernest (2021) recommended teaching practices could include parent involvement and community collaboration. Parent involvement activities within teacher education programs could help pre-service teachers learn how to form and maintain relationships with parents. Munez et al. (2017) also found that pre-service pre-primary teachers possessed higher levels of self-efficacy beliefs when they engaged in collaborative professional development activities, which indicated that such activities (e.g., peer-observation, teacher networks, professional learning communities) should be highly valued by pre-service pre-primary teachers.



Change in Teacher Beliefs

Contradicting results have been found in the studies investigating changes in teacher beliefs. While some researchers found pre-primary teacher beliefs to be inflexible and resistant to change (e.g., Calderhead, 1991; Johnson, 1994; Peacock, 2001; Urmston, 2003), others found that reflective practice and education courses provide support in reshaping teacher beliefs (e.g., Cabaroglu and Roberts, 2000; MacDonald et al., 2001; Bekleyen, 2011). For example, Calderhead (1991) found that the British pre-service teachers involved in his study had fixed images of themselves as teachers. These images were mostly drawn from the memories of the teachers from their youth. Additionally, their beliefs about teaching remained predominantly constant during the teacher education course and practicum. Johnson (1994) investigated the beliefs of pre-service English as a second language (ESL) teachers who had no previous teaching experience and were in their first year of a Masters of Arts program, majoring in teaching ESL. Johnson's findings showed that the most influential factor on pre-service teachers' beliefs and teaching practice was their prior experience as second language learners and that these beliefs were resistant to change. On the other hand, Yuan et al. (2020) investigated the efficiency of video-based reflective practice with six pre-service primary teachers. They found that the teachers developed “critical thinking and reflective abilities” (p. 16) through engaging with their peers in a reflective learning environment.

It has been suggested that to remedy this resistance, teacher education courses should create opportunities that allow such beliefs to be explored by the pre-service teachers (Altan, 2012). Teacher education courses should allow pre-service teachers to challenge their preconceptions about teaching and encourage more reflective practices throughout the course (Calderhead, 1991; Cabaroglu and Roberts, 2000; Zheng, 2009).

Teacher education can improve pre-service teachers' knowledge about the subject matter, learners, learning, and teaching approaches, and it can shape or reshape their pedagogical beliefs (Chan, 2016). In general, teacher education seems to prepare pre-service teachers well for the transition into the period of actual teaching, even though some studies have indicated that a gap may still exist between teacher education theory and teacher education practicums (Korthagen et al., 2006). For example, after experiencing teacher education, pre-service teachers were shown to be inclined to hold more “transmissive beliefs” instead of their previous “constructivist beliefs” (Voss and Kunter, 2019, p. 3). Transmissive beliefs refer to the teacher-oriented knowledge transfer from teachers to students, while constructivist beliefs stress students' learning process of conceptual understanding. On the one hand, although very few studies have investigated whether the changes in teacher beliefs caused by teacher education are transient or may have a long-lasting effect (Levin, 2015; Voss and Kunter, 2019), the results of Voss and Kunter's (2019) study indicated that pre-service teacher beliefs are relatively unchangeable. On the other hand, several studies have shown that pre-service teachers' beliefs can be changed by certain forces, for instance, pre-service teachers' previous learning experience (Sinclair, 2008), expectations of the teaching results (Sinclair et al., 2006), the perception of their own teaching capabilities (Siwatu, 2007), social resources and guidance that support pre-service teachers' professional learning (Tang et al., 2014), and teacher training programs (Tang et al., 2014; Yuan and Zhang, 2017). The results of these studies have indicated that pre-service teachers' beliefs are strongly influenced by their perception of their own teaching capabilities as well as their outcome expectations (Sinclair et al., 2006; Siwatu, 2007). In particular, Yuan and Zhang (2017) explored these personal and contextual factors by looking into how pre-service teachers' beliefs, especially their motivations, were shaped by their “self-efficacy, outcome expectations, professional autonomy, and social support” (p. 142). They found that student teachers were able to increase their knowledge about language teaching and become familiar with their future work contexts by engaging in their teacher education program (Yuan and Zhang, 2017). Additionally, teacher education not only can reinforce teacher efficacy (Zimmerman, 2008) but is also able to form optimistic expectations about teachers' professional learning (Siwatu, 2007; Yuan and Zhang, 2017). Therefore, when implementing teacher education programs, policy makers and curriculum designers need to conceive a coherent program that considers pre-service teachers' personal interests, professional needs, and social support (Yuan and Zhang, 2017).

All in all, teacher education provides pre-service teachers with opportunities to go through an authentic teaching practice as well as develop their professional capabilities, which may result in a change in their beliefs (Sinclair, 2008; Yuan and Zhang, 2017). However, little research has focused on changes in teacher beliefs caused by teacher education in the language teaching context of Macau. Therefore, this study aims to investigate whether and how pre-service teacher education in Macau may change pre-primary English teacher beliefs about the teaching of English to very young learners. The following research question was proposed to guide this investigation:

To what extent and how do pre-service pre-primary teacher beliefs about teaching English as a foreign language to young learners in Macau change throughout a teacher education course?




METHODS

A qualitative case study design was used to gather data in order to allow for a “close and extended analysis of the particular” (Hood, 2009, p. 66). In the following subsections, the participants, learning context, and data collection are described. The research methodology was reviewed by the University of Macau ethics review board and approved under reference number SSHRE19-APP071-FED.


Participants and Learning Context

Sixty year-three Bachelor of Pre-primary Education students from one university in the Macau SAR of China were recruited as participants. The Bachelor of Education in pre-primary education is a 4-year 121-credit program in which the majority of courses use Chinese as the language of instruction. These students were females between 20 and 21 years old with a threshold or intermediate English language proficiency (B1 on the Common European Framework of Reference for Languages). In addition to major-related pre-primary education courses, these students were required to complete compulsory and general education courses, elective courses, and a 1-year teaching practicum in their fourth year of studies. Only one compulsory course within the program focused on providing these students with pedagogical knowledge related to teaching English as a foreign language (EFL); the students participated in the study during their third year of studies while enrolled in this course. No other courses in the university were available to the participants that focused on teaching English to preschool students. Upon graduation, the graduates of the program are certified to teach in kindergartens within the Macau SAR.



Teacher Education Course

The participants were enrolled in English Language Activities, a 16-week course that aimed at preparing pre-service teachers to teach EFL to pre-primary pupils. The course emphasized the use of various language activities to teach EFL (e.g., games, songs, nursery rhymes, role plays, storytelling). In addition, students enrolled in the course learned to design, adopt, and adapt different teaching materials and teaching aids when planning English lessons. The students also gained a better understanding of various language teaching approaches, underlying theories, and lesson planning. Course topics included issues on children learning a foreign language; creative classrooms for very young language learners and child-centered lessons; lesson planning for young language learners; children learning language through tasks and activities; young learner assessment; children learning through stories; creating, adapting, and evaluating activities for young language learners; games and songs for young language learners; children learning words; and language choice and language learning.

The majority of class sessions were devoted to lecturing, class discussion of assigned readings, preparation and execution of microteaching practice, and analysis of and class discussion about the pre-service teachers' peer microteaching. Students were expected to read and review assigned course readings before class. Students also wrote 10 min lesson plans that included information on the target students, rationale, goals, objectives, materials, assessment, and procedures. They should have taken notes during class and reflected on these notes to articulate their beliefs about teaching EFL. The course instructor provided individual written feedback on the microteaching lesson plans and oral feedback in class during the analysis of the peer microteaching sessions. Students were further assessed through (1) a participation score related to their contribution to class discussions about the course readings, feedback provided to their classmates' peer microteaching, and attendance; (2) a written lesson plan; (3) in-class peer microteaching of the lesson plan; and (4) a final exam that required the students to watch a video of a lesson taught to very young EFL learners and then provide written constructive feedback (i.e., praise and criticism) of the lesson and then to reflect on their own teaching practice by writing a teaching philosophy statement concerning the teaching of English to very young language learners.



Data Collection

Data collection occurred at three points in time across one academic semester in the course described above. Data were collected at the start of the course (week 1), mid-way through the course (week 9), and at the end of the course (week 16). The data was collected in the form of reflection reports written by the students containing their beliefs about teaching and learning EFL in the Macau SAR kindergarten context. The same prompt (see Appendix A) was provided by the researchers to the students at all three times, and the students were given 2 h to write their reflections in either English or Chinese. Sixty reflection reports were collected at each of the three times. A total of 12,282 word tokens (Mtokens = 204.7; SDtokens = 76.24) was written by the participants at the beginning of the course (Time 1), 14,605 word tokens (Mtokens = 243.42; SDtokens = 108.03) was written by the participants mid-way through the course (Time 2), and 21,431 word tokens (Mtokens = 357.18; SDtokens = 102.50) was written by the participants at the end of the course (Time 3). The majority of students wrote their reflections in English at the beginning of the course (78.33%, N = 47) while 100% of the participants wrote their reflections in English mid-way through the course and at the end of the course. The reflection reports written in Chinese were translated into English by the second author prior to analysis.



Data Analysis

The data were analyzed with the support of NVivo 12, a qualitative content analysis (QCA) software, as it could increase this case study's reliability, rigor, and trustworthiness (Leavy, 2014). The QCA included five steps (Schreier, 2012). First, all 180 reflection reports were anonymized and read three times by the researchers and coders to obtain a holistic sense of the data. During this step, some content areas of the reflection reports were highlighted to assist with a general understanding of the data. This step allowed the researchers to become familiar with the rich data and to generate preliminary categories. For example, the following comment was highlighted as “Beliefs about Self-evaluation.”

In order to make my teaching efficient, I will regularly evaluate myself as well. I will record my lesson and write reflections on it from time to time. I will also invite my colleagues to give me some advice on my teaching. Besides[,] I will also watch videos of other teachers['] class[es] to compare with mine.

Second, generating (sub)categories from both the data and the literature, the researchers built a concrete coding frame to organize the (sub)categories by name, operationalization, and example. This two-phase process is illustrated in Figures 1, 2. In the first phase, relevant literature was reviewed to develop a preliminary coding frame. With related literature on hand, five main categories and 13 subcategories were identified (Wall, 2016; Gilakjani and Sabouri, 2017; Vosniadou et al., 2020) (see Figure 1). In the second phase, the two coders used this coding frame to conduct a pilot coding with 40 randomly selected reflection reports. During the pilot coding, the two coders use in vivo coding to create the (sub)categories. The initial in vivo codes taken directly from the participants' reflections were replaced with a concise label. For example, the sampling in vivo code from participant #27 was “The microteaching is a good practice for us to try and share ideas on planning activities for the kindergarteners. It enables us to learn from one another and inspires some of our new thoughts,” which was collapsed to “technique in teacher training that uses short, specific episodes.” This quote was later coded under the data-driven subcategory “beliefs about microteaching” under the main category “learning to teach.” In this way, the concept-driven preliminary coding frame was refined to better reflect the data (see Figure 2).


[image: Figure 1]
FIGURE 1. The concept-driven coding frame.
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FIGURE 2. Pre-service pre-primary teachers' beliefs.


Third, after completing the refined coding frame, the two coders coded the 180 reflection reports independently by using NVivo 12. Chunks of statements that captured participants' beliefs were placed in appropriate (sub)categories during this step. As the two coders conducted this step individually, a set of consistent and valid coding procedures were followed.

Fourth, the second cycle of coding was conducted by the two coders. This step confirmed the first coding and aimed to ensure the (sub)categories were sufficiently distinct from each other. Lastly, all the researchers engaged in a final read of the coding results. Co-occurrences of beliefs were then carefully examined among three different periods. The changes of the beliefs were highlighted and interpreted for further thematic description.

To ensure valid and reliable findings, the two coders used a two-cycle procedure for data coding. This procedure was carried out independently by two coders with different educational backgrounds (i.e., Early Childhood Education and English Education). After the first round of coding, any discrepancies were discussed by the coders. The second round of coding was then completed to ensure consistency. The percentage of agreement was above 0.99 which indicated excellent inter-rater reliability (Miles and Huberman, 1994). Moreover, the coding frame was examined by an external expert familiar with both QCA methods and teachers' beliefs; this expert evaluation ensured the validity of the QCA (Schreier, 2012).




RESULTS

Five beliefs themes with 15 subthemes emerged from the QCA of the pre-service pre-primary teachers' reflection reports. Table 1 presents an overview of the emerging (sub)themes and the percentage of the participants who held each belief (sub)theme at each time point.


Table 1. Pre-service pre-primary teachers' beliefs.
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Learners and Learning

This theme encapsulates participants' beliefs about young children whose first language is not English (Harris and Hodges, 1995). Nurturing young children's interests were mentioned by the majority of participants as discovering a “way” that truly motivates learning. For example, participant #20 said, “At the pre-primary level, kids should learn [a] foreign language in a[n] interesting way.” These “interesting way[s]” included both EFL child-centered learning activities (e.g., Participant # 33) and environments (e.g., Participant # 46). In terms of the “learning activities,” participants believed games and stories supported EFL learning and a relaxed environment nurtures EFL learning.

Most of the participants' beliefs about EFL learners and learning changed while enrolled in the course. Fifty-three participants (88.33%) mentioned their beliefs about EFL learners and EFL learning at the start of the course, 22 (36.67%) mid-way through the course, and 45 (75.00%) at the end. However, only five participants adopted new beliefs about EFL learning and EFL learners. Gradually, they placed importance on nurturing young children's interests, as participant #18 put it, “children are willing to put more effort in things that they are interested in.”



Teaching

Beliefs about teaching are referred to as teachers' preferred methods and techniques of teaching (Teo et al., 2008). Fifty-four participants (90%) believed teaching involved not only classroom practices but goals, lesson planning, and assessment. For example, participants #5, #34, and #56 wrote about effective classroom practices being the key to keeping very young children interested, engaged, and more likely to follow teachers' instructions. Eight participants (i.e., #2, #3, #6, #7, #20, #27, #42, and #59) believed well-designed lesson plans can facilitate teaching. Specifically, participant #33 believed that teaching should encourage children's curiosity and changing her lesson plan could result in disinterested students becoming interested.

Thirty-three participants (55%) mentioned their beliefs about teaching at the start of the course, 34 (55.67%) mid-way through, and 31 (51.67%) at the end; six participants (10%) did not state any beliefs related to this theme throughout the course. Most of the participants reflected on this belief at the second data collection point, right after they completed their in-class peer microteaching. In addition, 18 of the 34 participants that reflected on their beliefs about teaching did so for the first time mid-way through the course.


Lesson Planning

Nine participants (15%) mentioned their beliefs about lesson planning or the “objectives, procedures, and materials for…learning activit[ies]” (Harris and Hodges, 1995, p. 137). In most cases, a lesson plan was seen as a vital component of teaching which kept the pre-service pre-primary teachers prepared and on schedule. In particular, participant #2 believed “[a] precise plan for every English class” including the description of the steps can remind her of all the steps she needs to take in class.

Seven participants (11.67%) reflected on lesson planning for the first time mid-way through the course and two participants (3.33%) at the end. No participants mentioned beliefs about lesson planning at the start of the course. Fifty-one participants (85%) did not state any beliefs related to lesson planning. This result cannot necessarily be interpreted as the participants having limited beliefs about lesson planning. Some participants provided concrete examples of how they might carry out particular classroom practices. While not specifically referring to the organization of activities as lesson planning, such reflections were coded under other (sub)themes that did not require subjective interpretation.



Classroom Practices

Beliefs about classroom practices are defined as “[c]lassroom practice, as a process, 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” (Li and Oliveira, 2015, p. 489). Beliefs about classroom practices were held by 59 participants (98.33%). Participants reported that the class atmosphere should be positive and filled with early childhood classroom activities that actively engage very young children in cooperative English learning activities. Furthermore, they believed classroom assessments should help teachers identify individual learning needs.

Fifty-five participants (91.67%) mentioned beliefs about classroom practices at the start of the course, 40 (66.67%) mid-way through, and 38 (63.33%) at the end. Twenty-four participants (40.00%) held these beliefs throughout the course, although with some reformation of the beliefs. For example, at the start of the course, participant #1 mentioned the use of total physical response (TPR) for teaching learners: “I may tell a story with drama or exaggerate act[ion] and expression; therefore[, students] may easily understand what the story is about and they may [learn] some words in the story.” By the end of the course, she further elaborated on her use of TPR and how she would use assessment to facilitate learning through TPR. Only one participant did not state any beliefs about classroom practices and only one participant changed her beliefs about classroom practices by the end of the course; most of the other participants changed their beliefs in a more moderate way by elaborating on a previously mentioned belief earlier in the course.



Goals of Language Teaching

Thirty-seven participants (61.67%) mentioned their beliefs about the goals of language teaching which is defined as beliefs about the “creat[ion of] skillful L2 users with all their extra attributes, not shadows of native speakers” (Cook, 2013, p. 51). In setting goals for teaching very young learners, the participants held beliefs about age-appropriate instructions (e.g., Participant #16), language stimulation activities (e.g., Participant #42), a joyful classroom atmosphere (e.g., Participant #4), and encouraging happy and fearless engagement in class (e.g., Participant #18).

There were 13 participants (21.67%) who mentioned beliefs about the goals of language teaching at the start of the course, seven (11.67%) mid-way through, and 32 (53.33%) at the end. Twenty-three participants (38.33%) did not state any beliefs related to this subtheme, and most participants reflected on new beliefs about the goals of language teaching after they completed the entire course.



Assessment

Forty-six participants (76.67%) mentioned beliefs regarding “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 teaching techniques (Harris and Hodges, 1995, p. 12). Specifically, these participants believed that picture matching games are age-appropriate assessment tools. For example, participant #35 explained that “For assessment, [if the] children still remember [what] I taught, I may also let them [complete a] picture matching [activity] if the time allow[s].” Other participants (e.g., participant #54) also referred to various ways to match colors or spoken words to pictures or cards to assess children's word knowledge.

Two participants (3.33%) mentioned beliefs about assessment mid-way through the course, and 46 (76.67%) participants mentioned these beliefs at the end of the course. This resulted in 44 participants reflecting on beliefs about assessment at the end of the course that did not do so at any earlier points in the course. Furthermore, none of the participants mentioned any beliefs about assessment at the start of the course. Apart from this, 14 participants (23.33%) did not state any beliefs about assessment at any of the data collection points. The participants had not previously received any training on how to engage very young learners in language assessment. However, the course offered specific training in appropriate test design and formatting (see Hughes, 2013), likely to have led to the participants' beliefs regarding assessment to become more salient.




Subject

Beliefs about the subject are teachers' beliefs toward “[a]n area of learning and study; discipline” (Harris and Hodges, 1995, p. 246). Beliefs about the subject were held by 21 participants (35%), the majority of whom believed English is an important subject for young children. For example, many participants claimed English is an important global language that is a necessary tool for communication (e.g., participant #24).

Twelve participants (20.00%) mentioned beliefs about subject at the start of the course, six (10.00%) mentioned beliefs about subject mid-way through the course, and nine participants (15.00%) mentioned beliefs about subject after they completed the course. Furthermore, four participants reflected on new beliefs mid-way through the course, and six participants expressed beliefs about subject for the first time at the end of the course. Only participant #58 (1.67%) reflected on beliefs about the subject at all three data collection time points. She expanded her beliefs about the subject from a child-focused level (i.e., “English will play an important role during [very young learners'] growth.”) to a context-focused level (i.e., “Nowadays, English is one of the important language[s] around us.”) until finally an international-focused level (i.e., “English is a widely used international language.”) In addition, 39 participants (65%) did not state any beliefs about the subject at any data collection point.


Content

Twenty-four participants (40%) mentioned their beliefs about “[k]nowledge of the subject and its organizing structures” (Ball et al., 2008, p. 2). Participants believed very young learners can learn best when content is age-appropriate (e.g., participant #4) as ensuring this will foster communicative competence (e.g., participant #8).

Fifteen participants (25%) mentioned beliefs about content at the start of the course, 10 (16.67%) mid-way through, and eight (13.33%) at the end. In addition, five participants reported new beliefs about content mid-way through the course, and four participants reported new beliefs about content after they completed the course. Only two participants (3.33%) held beliefs about content throughout the course and 36 participants (60%) did not state any beliefs about content. As very young learner EFL classroom content is usually the same as other subjects but taught and learned in English (Reilly and Ward, 1997), the participants likely started to perceive their previous early childhood teacher education as transferrable to the very young EFL learner classroom.



Pedagogical Knowledge

All participants (100%) held beliefs about “[p]edagogy as the art or science…of 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” (Farquhar and White, 2014, p. 822). The participants believed ECE and EFL pedagogies should help in determining “[H]ow I will teach English as a foreign language at the pre-primary level” (e.g., participant #7). Their beliefs about pedagogical knowledge revolved around teaching methods that enabled successful learning while offering opportunities for children to use English to foster communication skills and learning interests within a learner-centered classroom environment. The participants also believed that pedagogical knowledge should be fueled by interactive processes. For example, participants #15, #35, and #46 believed that pedagogical knowledge could be enhanced through daily exploration and interactions with young learners.

In addition, some participants believed certain pedagogies can better facilitate their future teaching. Firstly, participants believed that the cultivation of very young EFL learners' interest in learning English plays a crucial role in how successful their teaching will be. For instance, participant #37 believed EFL teachers should “tak[e] the interest of young students as the center [of their teaching].” Participants believed they should pay attention to what activities the very young EFL learners are interested in to foster “interest-centered” classes (e.g., participant #3); these participants believed pre-primary teachers should first observe and then scaffold learning through various game play. Secondly, “games” were believed to be a highly important pedagogical component aimed at promoting very young EFL learners' language abilities. The participants believed “game pedagogy” can increase learners' motivation; participant #41, for example, wrote that “learning [English] through games and using games [when teaching] can increase children's motivation and interest in learning.” Thirdly, participants believed that the implementation of ECE pedagogies in combination with EFL pedagogies and a child-centered classroom is the best combination for enhancing their teaching of English. This eclectic method can promote “listening and speaking” (e.g., participant #20) and increase the amount of active engagement by learners (e.g., participant #1).

The participants built up these beliefs about pedagogical knowledge throughout the course. More specifically, 13 different types of pedagogies were mentioned before the course began and 30 different types of pedagogies were mentioned at the end of the course. Furthermore, most of the participants changed their beliefs about pedagogical knowledge as a response to participation in the course. There were 41 participants (68.33%) who mentioned various pedagogical beliefs at the start of the course, 42 (70%) mid-way through, and 60 (100%) at the end. In addition, nine participants reported new beliefs mid-way through the course, and 10 participants that expressed no beliefs about pedagogical knowledge at the start or mid-way through the course did so by the end. These participants' beliefs were basically built up through a gradual gathering of their reflections on the pedagogies that the course lecturer introduced to them. Participant #62 is a good example as her reflection reports indicated a gradual realization of the importance of integrating different pedagogies to nurture young children's language learning.




Self

“[T]eacher self-efficacy and teacher emotions can be important ways for…language teachers to enhance [their] overall quality” (Xu, 2012, p. 1400). Such beliefs about self as a teacher were mentioned by 20 participants (33.33%). While some participants reflected on their low confidence in using the English language in general and more specifically for teaching, others reflected on how they were confident in teaching English. For example, participant #34 claimed she was “a[n] encourage[ing] English teacher that [helps] children enjoy English class.”

Five participants (8.33%) mentioned beliefs about self at the start of the course, 17 (28.33%) mid-way through, and none at the end. In addition, 15 reported new beliefs mid-way through the course. Participants held more specific beliefs about self which were further broken down and discussed in the following sections: the role of teaching, schooling, hearsay, and self-evaluation.


The Role of Teaching

Thirty-four participants (56.67%) discussed “what teachers do in classrooms” (Keiler, 2018, p. 3). These beliefs included the different roles of a teacher. Generally, the participants expressed an understanding that their actions in the classroom are crucial in influencing their students' EFL learning. More specifically, participants #37, #44, and #57 described various coping mechanisms needed to fulfill their teaching roles. Fourteen participants (23.33%) mentioned beliefs about teaching at the start of the course, 15 (25%) mid-way through, and 17 (28.33%) at the end. In addition, 11 participants reported new beliefs mid-way through the course, and nine participants that did not express beliefs about the role of teaching at either the start or mid-way through the course did so at the end.



Schooling

Twenty-two participants (36.67%) reflected on “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” (Schmidt, 2010, p. 132). Some of the participants' beliefs could be traced to critical moments in their own learning journeys. These included the participants' own English learning experiences and past professional learning experiences. Twelve participants (20%) mentioned these beliefs at the start of the course, three participants (5%) mid-way through, and 11 (18.33%) at the end. In addition, two participants mentioned new beliefs mid-way through the course, and eight that did not express any beliefs about schooling at the start or mid-way through the course did so at the end.



Hearsay

Ten participants (16.67%) described their beliefs that centered on “[w]hat is done or written, as well as to what is spoken” without evidence-based support (Falknor, 1940, p. 192). After hearing other people's English learning stories, the participants' beliefs changed. Eight participants (13.33%) mentioned such beliefs at the start of the course, two participants (3.33%) mid-way through, and one participant (1.67%) at the end. In addition, one participant reported new beliefs mid-way through the course, and only one participant that did not express any beliefs about hearsay at the start or mid-way through the course did so by the end. As the participants learned about research supported pedagogical practices through course lectures, readings, and in-class discussions, their beliefs about hearsay declined.



Self-Evaluation

Thirty-four participants (56.67%) referred to beliefs about “judging the quality of their work, based on evidence and explicit criteria, for the purpose of doing better work in the future” (Rolheiser and Ross, 2001, p. 1). The participants reflected on beliefs that served to remedy whatever inadequacies they believed they might have in their teaching. None of the participants mentioned beliefs about self-evaluation at the start or mid-way through the course. Thirty-four participants (56.67%) reported new beliefs after this course had been completed. They believed that self-evaluation could take on various forms such as written reflections on their teaching by considering what they have done or what they should do in the future. Furthermore, the participants perceived self-evaluation as an expression of commitment to their teaching competency development. This result was likely due to the reflective practice the teacher educator implemented in the course when the participants were required to reflect on their teaching of EFL in the Macau kindergarten classroom across three time points.




Learning to Teach

Beliefs about learning to teach are teacher 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” (Hiebert et al., 2003, p. 206). Thirty-six participants (60%) shared their beliefs about this theme. In general, they believed learning to teach is very important for pre-service teachers in Macau. Specifically, the participants believed pre-service teachers should learn how to formulate a teaching philosophy (e.g., Participant #2), choose suitable teaching methods (e.g., Participant #7), and administer age-appropriate assessments (e.g., Participant #48).

Four participants (6.67%) mentioned these beliefs at the beginning, 21 (35%) mid-way through, and 28 (46.67%) at the end of the course. In addition, 19 participants reported new beliefs mid-way through the course, and 13 participants that did not express any beliefs about learning to teach at the start or mid-way through the course did so at the end. More specific beliefs about learning to teach were categorized and discussed under the following sub-themes: beliefs about the teacher education program, epistemological beliefs informed by educational literature, beliefs about generalizability/transferability of research findings, beliefs about research engagement, and beliefs about microteaching.


Teacher Education Program

Seven participants (11.67%) described their beliefs regarding an “[e]ducation program which provides multiple opportunities for them to construct and reflect on learning to teach” (Kroll and Laboskey, 1996, p. 63). Generally, participants reported that the teacher education program prepared them to teach very young EFL learners in kindergartens through pedagogical knowledge that built up their confidence in teaching. They reflected on their conceptions of the teacher education program and that it had prepared them through instruction on different learning approaches (e.g., participant #25) and how to formulate teaching philosophies (e.g., participant #27). Participant #26 claimed the teacher education provided apprenticeship that “offers so [much] practical knowledge and really help[s] me a lot. Now I have more detailed [knowledge] to take into consideration.” Three participants (5%) mentioned such beliefs at the start of the course, two (3.33%) mid-way through, and two more (3.33%) at the end. The two participants that mentioned the beliefs about the teacher education program at the middle and end of the course did not mention such beliefs in previous reflections.



Epistemological Beliefs Informed by Educational Literature

Epistemological beliefs informed by educational literature are “conceptions of what counts as legitimate knowledge and how you know what you claim to know[. T]hese beliefs are particularly relevant for investigations of teachers' beliefs about educational research because research may be considered as a source of teaching knowledge” (Joram et al., 2020, p. 2). In general, the participants believed educational literature can inform learner-centered teaching (e.g., participant # 48), active teacher involvement (e.g., participant #32), and teaching through play (e.g., participant #4). None of the participants mentioned these beliefs at the start or mid-way through the course; however, 40 participants (66.67%) held these new beliefs at the end of the course. As this was the only course in the pre-primary education program that provided the participants with English language education literature, it is likely the course content that led to these changes in their beliefs.



Generalizability/Transferability of Research Findings

Beliefs about the generalizability/transferability of research findings refer to the processes of “applying the results of quantitative and qualitative research…to a population or context that differs from that of the original study” (Joram et al., 2020, p. 2). None of the participants mentioned such beliefs at the start or mid-way through the course; however, at the end of the course, 10 participants (16.67%) reflected on previous research read during the course and how the research could or could not be applied locally to the Macau context.



Research Engagement

Beliefs about research engagement are teachers' beliefs about “the degree of support for engaging with published research they felt was provided by their immediate school as well as their district” (Joram et al., 2020, p. 2). For example, participant #17 believed that “According to the class readings, games should play a central role in lessons and make it possible for children to fully immerse themselves in learning.” None of the participants mentioned such beliefs at the beginning or mid-way through the course; however, one participant (1.67%) did at the end of the course.



Microteaching

Teachers' beliefs about microteaching refer to teachers' feelings about the “technique in teacher education that uses short, specific episodes of teaching, usually videotaped, for analysis and instruction” (Harris and Hodges, 1995, p. 154). Sixteen participants (26.67%) described their beliefs about microteaching and how it assisted with their building of teaching competencies such as resilience, confidence, lesson planning abilities, and professional development. While none of the participants reflected on their beliefs about microteaching at the beginning or end of the course, 16 participants (26.67%) did reflect on their beliefs about microteaching mid-way through the course, right after they had completed an in-class peer microteaching activity.





DISCUSSION

The present study revealed five major themes, derived from 15 subthemes, regarding the pre-service pre-primary teachers' beliefs about teaching EFL to young learners in Macau. Generally, many previously documented beliefs themes were identified (Calderhead, 1996; Borg, 2003, 2006; Zheng, 2009; Shieh and Reynolds, 2020). Importantly, the findings also showed several beliefs subthemes that were not previously documented in the literature by pre-service pre-primary teachers such as epistemological beliefs informed by educational literature, beliefs about generalizability/transferability of research findings, and beliefs about research engagement. More importantly, this study investigated whether and how the teachers' beliefs changed over the English Language Activities course at three different time points.

A major finding is that substantial changes were documented in the pre-service pre-primary teachers' beliefs after they completed the course. During this teacher training course, the participants were provided with sufficient opportunities to learn, trial, and feel competent in teaching. The majority of the participants' beliefs changed from general beliefs to more concrete beliefs regarding English teaching to very young learners. This finding is in congruence with prior studies in that teacher education is one of the main factors influencing teachers' beliefs about teaching English in ECE contexts (Bekleyen, 2011; Brown and Englehardt, 2016; Brown, 2017; Brown et al., 2021). This suggests that the exposure to teacher training education courses is crucial in driving pre-service pre-primary teachers' beliefs toward the success of English teaching within ECE contexts.

Throughout the course, the participants became more aware of their learning to teach English by actively engaging in reflective activities. For example, the participants were asked to take notes during class and reflect on these notes to articulate their beliefs about teaching EFL. Reflective thinking was a facilitator in prompting the changes of beliefs during the course because it provided the participants with various opportunities to think about how they actually learn to teach English and how a particular set of pedagogical knowledge is age-appropriate for teaching very young EFL learners. This finding echoes the view of Chan (2016) that teacher education programs help pre-service pre-primary teachers to “enhance the understanding, practice and reflection of beliefs” (p. 428). Thus, they can feel competent by reflecting and adjusting their beliefs by providing age-appropriate teaching to very young learners. A reasonable explanation would be that teacher education programs which allocate resources to facilitate the development of innovative behaviors are the ones that can influence teachers' beliefs (Thurlings et al., 2015). Reflections help teachers to develop various innovative behaviors such as collecting teaching strategies, building content knowledge, and analyzing practices. These innovative behaviors may trigger the change in teachers' beliefs.


Beliefs About Learners and Learning

Generally, most of the participants changed their beliefs about EFL learners and learning as a result of their participation in the English Language Activities course. At the beginning of the course, the participants could only manage to express some ECE pedagogical knowledge, English content knowledge, and teaching approaches at a superficial level. For most of the participants, this is because their prior experiences as pre-service teachers and with teacher education had only focused on general ECE without any specifics regarding ECE English teaching in Macau. Although the participants had learned the pedagogical knowledge and concepts for teaching young learners from other courses in their bachelor's program, they still had uncertainty in ECE English teaching. The participants faced difficulties in internalizing and reflecting on these initial beliefs. This finding is in line with that in Chan's (2016) study in that teacher training courses were associated with student teachers' beliefs. Furthermore, like Chan (2016), we found that our participants' lack of subject-based pedagogical knowledge prior to the course yielded only superficial beliefs in the teaching of English to very young learners. After the course, the learners in our study were able to provide more concrete beliefs with clearer justifications for said beliefs.

These pre-service pre-primary teachers adjusted their initial beliefs gradually by internalizing and reflecting on their own learning progress throughout the course. Their beliefs became more concrete and specific regarding learners and learning. They took into account learner developmental level in discussing child-centered, age-appropriate learning. For example, participant #8 developed a concrete belief that the learning goals of young children should be listening and speaking rather than writing because most learners are not ready to learn writing before the age of six. The participants believed in the need for selecting and adapting learning goals to cater to their learners' needs and capabilities. This finding supports the view of Alexiou (2020) that pre-service teachers need to be well-trained in both ECE and EFL in order for pre-primary EFL education to be effective.



Beliefs About Teaching

Another important finding is the pre-service teachers' changes in their beliefs about teaching EFL in ECE contexts. These changes were reflected in the pre-service teachers' beliefs about classroom practices, the perceived impact of goals, lesson planning, and assessment. Moreover, the degree of change increased over time. This suggests that the changes in pre-service teacher beliefs occurring during the English Language Activities course are important for the effectiveness of teaching.

The changes in the participants' beliefs point toward an overall growth of constructive beliefs in teaching EFL in ECE contexts. Most participants had developed more sophisticated beliefs during their microteaching and at the end of this course, adjusting their beliefs about teaching toward facilitating child-centered knowledge construction. As revealed in Minor's et al. (2002) survey, student teachers appeared to hold a mix of transmissive beliefs and constructive beliefs at the beginning of their professional training. Ng and Rao (2008) also indicated that in-service ECE teachers who completed sufficient teacher education were likely to adjust their teaching beliefs by enthused constructivism. Teachers are shown to be willing to adjust at least part of their belief system for achieving the goals of teaching after receiving a teacher education program (Tatto, 1998; Brownlee et al., 2001; Altan, 2012). This change in the student teachers' beliefs suggests that they became more capable of critical thinking and decision making for their teaching by actively participating in a series of teacher training activities (e.g., role-playing and microteaching).

According to Debreli (2012), the factors influencing the adjustments of beliefs include student teachers' reflections on teacher training courses. The participants in the present study changed their beliefs in the directions of constructivism which emphasizes games, stories, and teaching through knowledge co-construction. These constructive beliefs also reflect contemporary international views of EFL teaching in ECE as proposed in various empirical studies (e.g., Aslanabadi and Rasouli, 2013; Chou, 2014; Karasimos, 2021). The reflection reports by the end of the course confirmed that the games and stories were present, to a different extent, in participants' concrete beliefs about teaching in the goals of EFL teaching, lesson planning, classroom practices, and assessments.

The concrete beliefs by the end of the course are more constructive than the beliefs at the beginning of the course. There are two possible reasons for this. First, the pre-service pre-primary teachers were influenced by their Macau local cultural values and their own experiences of teaching English (e.g., part-time English tutor experiences). Indeed, the pre-service teachers' own English learning styles and prior experiences had affected their beliefs. When they would have been in kindergarten, it was common for their teachers to assess their English ability in a formal manner and encourage them to aim for high marks on tests; the participants' own kindergarten English teachers emphasized repetition, recitation, and rote writing. Even though some of their previous kindergarten teachers used a variety of activities for teaching English, English academic achievement measured by traditional tests were still emphasized. Second, this course implemented teacher education successfully by providing the participants with sufficient opportunities to internalize and reflect on what they had learnt from the course. The adjustment and reformation of beliefs take time, and this was further enhanced by the period of microteaching. The microteaching period (i.e., mid-way through the course) was used as a transitional period for the participants to adjust their initial beliefs and to install new beliefs if necessary. Therefore, the design of microteaching may minimize the possibilities of dissonance between their beliefs and practice. The reflection reports mid-way through the course revealed that participants started to reflect on their performance in the microteaching; they had already entered a transition period in their reflections, and they had been in the process of accommodating to these changes. Therefore, this microteaching phase seamlessly drew the pre-service pre-primary teachers' attention to the change of beliefs.



Beliefs About Subject

The findings revealed that the pre-service pre-primary teachers completed the English Language Activities course with various beliefs about content and pedagogies. These beliefs were mostly noted to be similar to the contemporary ECE language teaching trends of the subject knowledge and the pedagogical knowledge, which also aligns with contemporary teacher education courses.

One interesting finding is that instead of considering English as a kindergarten subject, some participants considered English as a tool of communication. This kind of belief reflected the participants' new ways of thinking about the status of English in ECE classes as they engaged in the English Language Activities course. An explanation for the causal origin of these new beliefs is that the participants had some personal experiences, received teacher education courses, spent some time thinking about the interdisciplinary issues in ECE and EFL, and ultimately arrived at their current beliefs. These beliefs were found in Fukuda's (2020) study with university EFL learners, but to the best of our knowledge, our study was the first one in which pre-service pre-primary English teachers have reported such beliefs.

The participants in the present study held some beliefs about pedagogical knowledge based on their previous learning experiences from other teacher education courses. Most of the participants' beliefs about this subtheme had been adjusted to cater to the content knowledge of EFL after they had completed the course. This is in line with the findings in previous studies in that content knowledge can facilitate a change in teachers' beliefs about pedagogical knowledge (e.g., Sung and Yang, 2013).

In addition, this study explored pre-service pre-primary teachers' beliefs about pedagogical knowledge more thoroughly and qualitatively by looking at various pedagogies embedded in the participants' beliefs. We found that the changes in beliefs regarding pedagogical knowledge happened to all of the participants; this goes in contrast to Paakkari's et al. (2015) study, which found only a few of their 20 participants adjusted their beliefs about pedagogical knowledge in health education.

One explanation for the pre-service teachers' changes in their beliefs is related to their age. For this age group of pre-service pre-primary teachers (20–21 years old), their beliefs were influenced by their teacher education courses (Tatto, 1998). The subject content knowledge of the courses (i.e., both ECE and EFL) may also have influenced their beliefs (Chong et al., 2005). Previous literature suggests that changes in beliefs about pedagogical knowledge are much easier at a younger age (Sheridan, 2016). Other studies support the rationale that beliefs about pedagogical knowledge are built within teacher education programs (Sperandeo-Mineo et al., 2006) and shaped by prior personal experiences as language learners (Stofflett and Stoddart, 1994) and language teachers (e.g., microteaching, practicum) (Mahmud and Rawshon, 2013). These studies confirm that there were differences in the degree of change in beliefs based on the pre-service pre-primary teachers' age.



Beliefs About Self

The course resulted in some changes in the pre-service teachers' beliefs about self, including the role of teaching, hearsay, and self-evaluation. Their beliefs about the role of teaching clearly reflected “what teachers do in classrooms” after participating in the course (Keiler, 2018, p. 3). The pre-service teachers appeared to install new beliefs about the role of teaching to a higher level, which was reflected in their description of the coping strategies and responsibilities over the course. They considered that their views on the role of teaching ECE English influenced their classroom decision-making. The reported differences in beliefs at the three different stages of reflections suggest that the pre-service pre-primary English teachers judged their initial beliefs about the role of teaching and updated these beliefs to stronger beliefs by reflecting on what they had done in their microteaching sessions. Nafissi and Shafiee (2020) also suggest that central to the change is teacher education which focuses on nurturing ECE teachers' beliefs, awareness, and behaviors regarding their local ECE context.

The second change in the student teachers' beliefs about self-concerned their own schooling experiences. These pre-service teachers reported different beliefs about their critical moments in their learning journey. Background factors, their own English learning incidents, and past professional learning incidents seemed to shape their beliefs. In addition, as previous studies have shown, some beliefs about schooling can also be detrimental to constructive teaching in ECE (Duffy and Jonassen, 1991; Tomlinson, 1999; Hedges, 2000). Therefore, this finding can also suggest that teacher education courses can encourage student teachers to scaffold very young EFL learners' learning. This implies positive schooling experiences of the pre-service pre-primary English teachers aided in their processing the pedagogical and subject knowledge and thus further assisted them in reconceptualizing their beliefs about teaching EFL to pre-primary pupils.



Beliefs About Learning to Teach

A final major finding of the study was some evidence of change in the pre-service teachers' journey of learning to teach EFL to young learners throughout the English Language Activities course. By the end of the course, the participants believed that high expectation pre-service teachers need to learn how to construct an appropriate teaching philosophy, how to choose suitable teaching methods, and how to develop age-appropriate assessments. This finding is consistent with that in a previous study conducted with Spanish EFL pre-service teachers (Agudo, 2014) in that the pre-service pre-primary teachers' beliefs about learning to teach were mainly influenced by their learning experiences. Bearing the results in mind, it can be concluded that a curriculum aimed at facilitating student teachers to become actively involved in their professional development require more hands-on activities such as microteaching and role-playing in their teacher education courses.

The pre-service teachers underwent a complex process of professional development throughout the English Language Activities course. They installed new beliefs such as their epistemological beliefs informed by educational literature, beliefs about generalizability/transferability of research findings, beliefs about research engagement, and beliefs about microteaching. This may be due to the influence of the teacher trainer who highlighted various issues and trends in the contemporary ECE and EFL education domains. Our participants had to think about what the related literature had to offer. Thus, the pre-service teachers were encouraged to search for answers from the research findings. In this way, the participants could learn to teach by synthesizing information from books, research journals, and the course readings. Furthermore, in group discussions, the participants worked with their peers to improve their professional skills. During the microteaching, the teacher trainer raised questions about their hands-on skills which further triggered their transferability of research findings.




LIMITATIONS

In addition to identifying five major themes supported in the extant teacher beliefs literature, this case study also uncovered subthemes yet to be documented. While insightful, this case study is not limitation free. As with all case studies, the results cannot necessarily be generalized to a wider population. Instead, the results offer up contextualized findings applicable to one particular pre-primary teacher education curriculum in the Macau SAR context. Additional case studies in other institutions in the Macau SAR, Greater China, and the Asian EFL context are needed to gather further evidence for generalization to a wider population. Another option would be to supplement results from case studies such as this one with more wide-scale questionnaire studies executed under a quantitative research paradigm. In addition, the data collected for this study was limited to written reflections that only gathered the beliefs participants willingly reflected on. The participants could have held other beliefs that were not expressed in their written reflections. While it could be argued that the reflection on unprompted beliefs could be a sign that these were salient beliefs held by the participants, this cannot be confirmed without data triangulation. Future qualitative researchers working with a smaller data set may consider collecting interview data and pre-service teacher observation data to triangulate findings obtained from written reflections.



CONCLUSION AND IMPLICATIONS

The current study investigated the impact of an English Language Activities course on the pre-service teachers' beliefs about teaching English to preschool learners in Macau. The study adopted a qualitative case approach to explore the changes in the pre-service teachers' beliefs about various aspects of teaching EFL to young learners over the course. Analysis of the written reflections collected at three different stages throughout the course showed some important changes in the teachers' beliefs about various aspects of language teaching and learning.

The findings of the study identified five major themes and 15 subthemes related to pre-service teachers' beliefs about teaching EFL to young learners. These five themes, namely, (1) learners and learning, (2) teaching, (3) subject, (4) self, and (5) learning to teach, have been reported in previous literature (Calderhead, 1996; Borg, 2003, 2006). What is more notable is that the findings revealed several subthemes that have not been identified in the literature on pre-service teachers' beliefs. These subthemes included epistemological beliefs, beliefs about transferability of research findings, and beliefs about research engagement. These beliefs were only formed by the end of the course after the student teachers had done all the theoretical readings, classroom discussions, microteaching, and reflective activities.

Apart from showing some newly formed beliefs over the course, the findings also revealed some noticeable changes in the pre-service teachers' existing beliefs. Specifically, over the course, the teachers' beliefs became more specific and concrete. They took into account more learner and contextual factors when discussing aspects of effective teaching and learning for young learners. They referred particularly to their future students' developmental level and age-appropriate criteria in their discussions about teaching methodologies, designing and adapting learning activities and materials, and assessments.

The current study has several implications for teacher education courses. As revealed in the findings of the current study, the pre-service teachers displayed significant changes in their beliefs thanks to the exposure to the content of the course and the hands-on and reflective activities. Therefore, similar courses should provide students with sufficient theoretical knowledge with updated literature about language learning theories, learners, learning, and lesson planning, among others. Extensive discussion about these theoretical aspects can help student teachers shape or reshape their epistemological beliefs, beliefs about generalizability/transferability of research findings, and beliefs about research engagement. These beliefs are able to promote the formation or reformation of concrete beliefs about specific aspects of language teaching and learning. Secondly, it seems that hands-on and reflective activities helped the student teachers change their beliefs substantially. Most pre-service teachers in the present study shifted their beliefs from general to specific and concrete beliefs about learners, learning, subject matter, self, and learning to teach. Future teacher education courses may need to equip student teachers with sufficient hands-on and reflective activities to provide them with opportunities to reflect on, analyze, trial, and figure out what works for them and for their future students. In this way, they will be likely to develop meaningful knowledge and beliefs about various aspects of EFL teaching. Thirdly, hands-on and reflective activities should focus on the learner developmental and age-appropriate, context, and culture-specific teaching activities so that student teachers can well prepare for their subsequent practicum and teaching. Finally, teacher education courses may need to incorporate into the assessment some components of evaluation and feedback on context-specific teaching lessons. In this way, student teachers have opportunities to evaluate and learn to give constructive feedback on the demo-lessons. This process can help them reflect on the content and the experiential learning activities they attend throughout the course. As a sequence, the knowledge and beliefs that they develop over the course will be elaborated on and consolidated.
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APPENDIX A


Reflection Prompt

Write a reflection report concerning the teaching of English as a foreign language to very young language learners (i.e., kindergarteners). Your reflection should include your conception of teaching and learning English as a foreign language at the pre-primary level, a description of how you would teach English as a foreign language at the pre-primary level, and justification for why you would teach English as a foreign language in that way.
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