
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
To teach, or not to teach English, 
that is the question 
 
 
 
 

When do Swedish primary school teachers believe that English should be 

introduced and how does this introduction affect equal schooling for all? 

Att lära, eller inte lära ut engelska, det är frågan 

 

När tycker svenska lågstadielärare att engelska bör introduceras och vilken effekt har 

introduktionen på en likvärdig utbildning? 

 

Maria Grönvall 
 

Fakulteten för humaniora och samhällsvetenskap 

Examensarbete Grundlärarprogrammet, f-3: Engelska 

30 hp 

Handledare: Marinette Grimbeek 

Examinator: Marika Kjellén 

2019-06-14 

 



 
Abstract 
 
Resent research has demonstrated that age does not play as big a part in second language (L2) 

acquisition as was previously thought. However, L2 acquisition is markedly affected by: (i) 

the amount of L2 in a pupil’s daily life, (ii) how well teachers are trained in teaching a new 

language to young learners and (iii) how many hours are given to the subject each week. In 

Swedish schools there is great variation around when and how English is taught. In order to 

ensure future equality in L2 teaching we need to find out why this variation exists. One 

important step towards doing this is to obtain primary school teachers’ views on teaching 

English. Using a questionnaire, I gathered views from Swedish primary school teachers 

regarding their own English teaching skills and when they believe English should be taught. 

The findings show that views on when to start teaching English differ markedly among 

teachers, varying from year 1 to year 3, as does any relevant guidance from 

schools/municipalities. It is also apparent that many teachers, 65% of the respondents in this 

study to be exact, have not had English as an obligatory part of their teacher training. The 

findings offer a valuable insight into potential underlying reasons for the variability that exists 

in L2 teaching. 
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Sammanfattning 
 

Forskningen under senare år har visat att ålder inte har en lika stor roll i andraspråksinlärning 

som man tidigare trott. Dock påverkas andraspråksinlärning märkbart av: (i) hur mycket av ett 

andraspråk som finns med i elevernas dagliga liv, (ii) hur utbildade lärare är inom området för 

att lära ut ett nytt språk till yngre elever och (iii) hur många timmar som ges till ämnet varje 

vecka. En stor variation finns inom den svenska skolan när det gäller när och hur engelska lärs 

ut. För att försäkra oss om en likvärdig utbildning i framtiden så måste vi undersöka varför det 

är en sådan variation. En viktig del i detta är att få reda på lågstadielärarnas egna åsikter om 

att lära ut engelska. Genom ett frågeformulär samlade jag in åsikter från svenska 

lågstadielärare när det gäller deras lärarkunskaper inom engelska och när de anser att engelska 

bör läras ut. Resultaten visar att det finns delade åsikter inom lärarprofessionen angående när 

undervisning i engelska bör påbörjas, allt från åk 1 till åk 3, detta gäller även vägledning från 

skolor/kommuner. Det är också tydligt att många lärare, 65% av respondenterna i denna studie 

för att vara mer precis, inte har haft engelska som en obligatorisk del av sin lärarutbildning. 

Resultaten ger en viktig inblick i eventuella bakomliggande orsaker till variabiliteten som 

existerar när det gäller andraspråksundervisning. 
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1. Introduction and aims 

1.1 Introduction: English in years 1-3 
 

In the last ten years I have worked as a supply teacher at local schools and for the past few 

years I have been studying to become a primary school teacher with practical placement 

(VFU) as part of the teacher training programme. After having spent time in different 

classrooms and schools over the years I have realised that when it comes to teaching pupils 

English in primary school, the methods used, and the age at which English is introduced 

varies from classroom to classroom. This has made me wonder if English lessons in primary 

schools might markedly differ in both content and structure for pupils in classrooms across 

Sweden, and even within a particular school. This could in part be because primary school 

teachers have a varying amount of knowledge when it comes to teaching English. In turn, one 

would predict that this causes problems when it comes to creating similar conditions for the 

learning of English in Swedish schools (Enever et al. 2011, p. 5). Indeed, this raises concerns 

about the teaching ability of Swedish teachers when it comes to the English subject.  

 

Every child in primary school has the right to English lessons that are equivalent to those 

given to any other child in the country at that level. This is stipulated in the Education Act 

(Skolverket, 2018, p. 6). Finding out how teachers feel about English acquisition and at what 

age they believe that children should start to learn English gives an insight into whether 

teachers have a like-minded approach to the subject or if there are marked differences. If 

teachers differ significantly in their teaching methods and/or choose to start teaching English 

to children in different school years, then this would go against the idea of equal schooling for 

all, which cannot be acceptable.  

 

The 2011 curriculum, Lgr11 (see Appendix A), states that English is a part of the primary 

school curriculum and there is a core content for primary school (years 1-3). However, unlike 

for many other subjects in primary school, there are no set knowledge requirements to be 

obtained by year 3. (Skolverket [Swedish National Agency for Education], 2015, pp. 26-27). 

This in turn has made me question how this might affect primary school teachers’ willingness 
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to teach English. Other core subjects like Swedish and maths have knowledge requirements 

that must be met by year 3, which could make teachers more inclined to devote more time to 

these subjects as compared to the subjects without knowledge requirements.  

 

According to the Swedish National Agency for Education it is important for pupils to acquire 

the English language: 

Language is the primary tool human beings use for thinking, communicating and 

learning. Having a knowledge of several languages can provide new perspectives 

on the surrounding world, enhanced opportunities to create contacts and greater 

understanding of different ways of living. The English language surrounds us in 

our daily lives and is used in such diverse areas as politics, education and 

economics. Knowledge of English thus increases the individual’s opportunities to 

participate in different social and cultural contexts, as well as in international 

studies and working life. (Skolverket, 2018, p. 34)1 

 

Yet the lack of knowledge requirements for years 1-3 could be seen to contradict this. 

 

 

1.2 Aims and research questions 
 

 A potential reason for the differences found in the amount of English being taught at primary 

school level, is that teachers may feel that other subjects take precedence over English and 

that they just do not have the time to spend on the subject. It is also possible that some 

teachers do not believe that teaching English at an earlier stage than year 3 is of any real 

significance for later learning. One aim is to further examine the problem surrounding the fact 

that pupils in different classes and/or schools are not offered similar conditions when it comes 

to their English classes, and the role that class teachers play in this. 

  

Another aim is to find out when primary school teachers start to teach English in Sweden and 

if they believe English should have knowledge requirements by year 3. The study will look 

into if primary school teachers feel confident in their abilities to teach English. The hypothesis 

that a teacher’s own beliefs of their English skills, and prior knowledge about teaching 

English to children, will directly influence at what age they think children should be taught 

                                                 
1 The full text of the curriculum pertaining to English in years 1-3 is included as Appendix A 
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English will be tested. The hypothesis that will be tested in this study is that the variability 

that exists in primary school teachers’ education and knowledge of the English subject, for 

grades 1-3, is the underlying reason for the non-equivalent teaching of English in Swedish 

classrooms. 

 

My research questions are: 

 

1. Which school year do primary school teachers believe English lessons should begin? 

2. Do teachers feel that they have been offered adequate training to teach English at pri-

mary school level? 

3. Do primary school teachers want there to be knowledge requirements for English by 

year 3? 

4. Do teachers regard their English teaching as conventional (making use of standard 

workbooks) or experimental (exploring alternative methods of teaching)? 

 

To address the research questions above a questionnaire was created. This questionnaire was 

added to a teaching-related Facebook page and sent to year 1-3 teachers at a primary school. 

 

2. Background 
 

2.1 Key aspects 
 

The differing opinions of primary school teachers on when to start teaching English.  

Teacher training in the English subject has changed a lot over the last 60 years and teachers 

have ended up with different levels of knowledge of English. This is important to consider 

since Swedish pupils are supposed to get an equivalent education irrespective of what school 

they attend or what class they are in. 
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No knowledge requirements by year 3 in the English syllabus.  

The principle of equal schooling for all can be questioned in Sweden since Swedish pupils are 

taught English at different stages in primary school. The fact that there are no knowledge 

requirements in the English subject for year 1-3 may have a role to play in this.  

 

The connection between L2 acquisition and age.  

Schools/municipalities have different recommendations on when to start teaching English. L2 

acquisition and age are thought to be connected in some way but the importance of age has 

been disputed by researchers within the linguistic field. Some believe that L2 acquisition at an 

earlier age will make it easier for pupils to pick up a new language while other say that age is 

not significant. There are those that believe the environment in which one learns, in and 

outside the classroom, is of higher importance for L2 acquisition than age. All these ideas are 

discussed further in Section 2.2.  

 

2.2 A brief history of English curricula in Swedish 
primary schools 

 

Since the Second World War the English language has played an important part in Swedish 

society. Today most Swedish citizens are exposed to the English language on a daily basis 

through television, film, music, the Internet etc. 

 

In 1956 the Swedish government decided that English as a foreign language should become 

part of the Swedish compulsory school system. This was due to Sweden becoming 

increasingly international when it came to business as well as culture. But it was not until 

1962 that English became part of the national curriculum, Lgr62. Malmberg (as cited in 

Lundberg, 2007, p. 18) notes that there had been an experimental phase before implementing 

the new subject, during which some schools had been teaching English in years 5-7. This 

highlighted that teachers needed to improve their skills in English. In the 1962 curriculum the 

English subject became compulsory for years 4-7 (Lundberg, 2007, p. 18). Most of the year 1-

3 primary school teachers were considered to not have the right qualifications to teach English 
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and therefore the subject was excluded from years 1-3. (Lundberg, 2007, p. 18) However, 

from 1969 the curriculum did include the English subject for year 3. Malmberg (as cited in 

Lundberg, 2007, p. 18) explains that this meant that primary school teachers had to improve 

their English skills by attending teacher training courses. 

 

The 1980 curriculum introduced a change to the previous curriculum of 1969, which stated 

that English should be taught from year 3, and made it possible for local councils to decide if 

English lessons should start by year 3 or 4, and according to Malmberg the reason behind this 

move was the belief that children who did not have Swedish as their first language could be 

hindered in their Swedish language acquisition if English was introduced too early (as cited in 

Lundberg, 2007, p. 19). Since the 1980 curriculum there has been an increasing emphasis on 

communication rather than grammatical perfection in the English syllabus (Lundberg, 2007, 

p. 19). In 1994 a new curriculum was introduced, which was part of the more decentralized 

school system of the time (Eonguong, 2008, p. 235). This meant that teachers and schools 

were given more freedom when planning their lessons, although certain goals and criteria still 

had to be met. Consequently, Swedish teachers were being given more freedom in lesson 

planning, something which strengthened their status (Liberg, Lundgren & Säljö, 2014, p. 

553). 

 

Between the years 2000-2011, goals (added in a revision to the 1994 curriculum) were set that 

had to be reached by year 5 pupils in the subject of English (Skolverket, 2000-2011). The 

current curriculum was implemented in 2011, it has clarified what needs to be included in the 

core content regarding the English subject years 1-3 (see Appendix A). However, there are 

still no specific knowledge requirements that need to be met by the pupils at the end of year 3 

(Skolverket, 2018, p. 35), as discussed in Section 1.1 above. 

 

In 1988 the Swedish National Agency for Higher changed the status of English from a 

compulsory to an optional component in primary teacher training. After this, only around 25% 

of teacher candidates were able to further educate themselves within the English subject due 

to set subject quota restrictions.  The quota restrictions were lifted in 2007 but the subject did 

not become compulsory again until 2011 with the introduction of the most recent primary 

teacher training programme (Lundberg, 2007, p. 35). 
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2.3 English L2 acquisition at an early age  

 

The question about the age at which English should be taught to children has been discussed 

and researched many times, with differing outcomes. One theory is the critical period 

hypothesis, which suggests that children’s brains are organised in a way that makes it easier 

for them to learn a new language as compared to adults (Birdsong, 1999, p. 176), 

Consequently, age combined with biology has a big part to play in how well individuals can 

acquire a new language. If this theory is correct, then children should be taught English as 

soon as possible in schools. However, this theory has had varied support when tested in 

practice and many researchers within the linguistic field are yet to be convinced by it. After 

assessing information gathered from interviews with immigrants in the U.S.A., Birdsong 

(1999, p. 173) concluded that many other factors could play a role in L2 acquisition besides 

age. One aspect mentioned relates to the social factors that surround language acquisition, 

including what type of opportunities and support L2 pupils are given in their social 

surroundings and in school (Birdsong, 1999, p. 178). 

 

Cepik and Sarandi conducted a study to find out if learning a new language at an early vs. 

later stage in school makes a difference to language acquisition (Cepik & Sarandi, 2012). 

Even though this study was done in Turkey where English is not as integrated in day to day 

life as in Sweden, it is relevant to my own project, because it highlights how L2 acquisition 

can differ depending on the pupil’s age. The study aimed at finding out which areas of L2 

acquisition are easier to attain depending on how early the subject is started at school (Cepik 

& Sarandi, 2012, pp. 3205-3206). Cepik and Sarandi’s study used a mixture of quantitative 

and qualitative data collected from teachers and pupils at several private schools in the 

country. Some pupils had started their L2 education at ages 5-6 while others did not start until 

ages 9-10 (Cepik & Sarandi, 2012, p. 3199). Teachers believed that they could see a 

difference in the proficiency of those pupils who started to learn English earlier and those who 

started later, with the biggest difference being evident in oral skills and pronunciation (Cepik 

& Sarandi, 2012, p. 3205). These results therefore correspond well with Lundberg and 

Vannestål’s argument that it is important to start oral English lessons as early as possible since 

it can affect the pupils’ pronunciation skills in the future and their feelings towards the subject 

in general (2012, p. 25). Nevertheless, when English tests were carried out by all the pupils at 
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age 11, there was no significant difference in the test results for pupils who had started earlier 

and those who had started later (Cepik & Sarandi, 2012, p. 3206). The study did indicate a 

non-significant trend for better grammar in the children who had started later, but this could 

be explained by them having a stronger need for grammar to acquire a new language as 

compared to those who started earlier and were more confident in their speech. The early 

language starters were found to have more confidence in their language skills and found it 

easier to express themselves than the late starters (Cepik & Sarandi, 2012, p. 3205). However, 

when it comes to speech and pronunciation of a L2 there could be other factors than age that 

play a part in how well pupils do. Separate studies carried out on adults learning a L2 have for 

instance shown that there is a pride in keeping one’s own accent since it is seen to represent 

one’s own culture and therefore many older L2 learners do not desire to sound like a native 

speaker (Nikolov, 2006, p.239). Preconceived ideas of what is the best age to learn a L2 may 

also have a psychological effect on what older L2 learners believe is possible to achieve 

(Flege, 1986, pp. 170-171). 

 

Cepik and Sarandi (2012) admit that the tests carried out in their study may not have included 

enough areas to enable correct comparisons in terms of age and learning, a lot of emphasis in 

their tests was placed on grammar and specific words, rather than on for instance willingness 

to speak English (Cepik & Sarandi, 2012, p. 3207). So, although their study indicated that 

there was no huge difference in the English language abilities of children starting English at 

the age of 5 as compared to 10, this was from a purely grammatical point of view and just 

because the acquisition of correct grammar may not be affected by age does not mean other 

areas are also unaffected. So, the question remains as to the optimal age at which children 

should start taking English. It is likely that younger learners will be less worried about making 

mistakes and are more willing to try new things (Cepik & Sarandi, 2012, p. 3207). 

Consequently, by starting L2 acquisition early pupils’ confidence could be built up within the 

subject. However, a study done in Slovakia by Farkasová & Biskupicová in 2000 showed that 

young learners (age 6), learning a foreign language, may not be ready and/or do not have the 

right tools to learn a L2 due to being at different stages in their development and/or not having 

parents who can help them in this process (as cited in Nikolov, 2006, p. 245). This highlights 

the importance of also being aware of the individual needs of the pupils when teaching. 
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Other important factors besides age pointed out in the study by Cepik and Sarandi (2012) are 

how well the English lessons are planned and how much time is given to the subject. One 

cannot expect to improve on results if sufficient time is not allocated to the acquisition of an 

L2. The planning and quality of the programmes for early language learners, as well as their 

effectiveness, were questioned at the Turkish schools involved in the study. If the teaching 

programmes were inadequate, this could have influenced how much the early learners were 

able to take in as compared to those that started later. If young L2 pupils had been given the 

right materials and guidance from teachers with adequate skills within the subject, then the 

outcome from this study might have been different. According to Cepik and Sarandi, it takes 

more than just an early start to be successful in attaining a L2 (2012, p. 3208). Similar results 

can also be seen in the Barcelona Age Factor Project (BAF) in Spain, which has been ongoing 

for 20 years. They have not seen a great difference in English acquisition between early (age 

8) and late learners (11 or older) since the late starters are able to catch up quite quickly with 

their early starter peers. However, this project has also demonstrated that the amount of time 

afforded to this subject of English has an impact on how much pupils learn and that an 

extensive amount of exposure to a second language is key to acquiring it (Research in Primary 

Languages (RiPL), n.d.). 

 

In an American study that looked into English acquisition in Swedish schools, Eonguong 

(2008) found that many Swedish children had a positive attitude towards the English language 

and understood how it could be useful in life, which in turn resulted in a strong motivation to 

learn the language (p. 241). The study pointed out that the Swedish curriculum started the 

process of English acquisition in the first grade and highlighted how this was seen as a 

positive step, since early exposure to an L2 was, and indeed it still is, considered to make it 

easier for pupils to acquire a new language (Eonguong, 2008, p. 241). Notably, however, this 

study did not take into account the fact that the curriculum in place at that time did not include 

any knowledge requirements in the English syllabus to be met by year 3 (Skolverket, 2000-

2011); see section 2.2. This is also the case for the current curriculum. The study also did not 

consider that many teachers chose not to teach English until year 3. These are two important 

factors that need to be considered in order to gain a better understanding of the variation that 

exists in L2 teaching across Sweden. 
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“Teachers in action” was a Swedish action research project run by Gun Lundberg (2007). It 

was based around five separate 20-week part-time courses on ‘teaching young learners 

English’ which were held for primary school teachers (Lundberg, 2007, p. 16). Lundberg was 

able to see how the teachers developed throughout the course, whilst the teachers could 

explain how different methods they had been taught were used in the classroom and what 

effect they had on pupils’ language acquisition. Indeed, teachers need the correct education to 

understand how they can use different teaching techniques in their planning of English lessons 

(Shin, p. 551). When teachers gain a better understanding of the subject, they will also 

become better aware of the consequences associated with the different teaching techniques 

that they use (Lundberg & Vannestål, 2012, p. 31).  

 

The most prominent results from Lundberg’s study were related to starting language 

acquisition at an early age, with parents, pupils and their teachers all being in favour of L2 

acquisition (2007, p. 151). The teachers saw that by introducing English early, pupils could be 

introduced to a new language in a fun and playful way (2007, p. 151). Younger children are 

often more willing to test new things without worrying about how others will perceive them, 

and teachers believed that positive experiences of a L2 when young will help keep the interest 

in, and motivation for, language studies high in later school years (Lundberg 2007, p. 151). It 

was suggested that starting to teach children English at a younger age would help them build 

up self-confidence in relation to L2 use (Lundberg 2007, pp. 152-153). Many of the teachers 

believed that most of the negativity expressed by children towards L2 acquisition in later 

school years could be avoided if English was introduced as soon as possible within primary 

school, perhaps even starting in the preschool classes with 6-year olds (Lundberg, 2007, p. 

151). These ideas were later supported by results from the Early Language Learning in 

Europe (ELLiE) study, which demonstrated that children who had started L2 acquisition at an 

early age still felt enthusiasm for the subject at the age of 11 and were making good progress 

towards reaching the levels recommended by the Common European Framework of 

Reference for Languages (CEFR), (Enever, 2011, p. 149). According to the ELLiE study, 

subtitled films and TV programmes are also a significant factor when it comes to how well 

children do in L2 acquisition at school (Enever, 2011, p. 149). 
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Another part of Lundberg’s study mentions the importance of the teacher being aware of each 

pupil’s needs within the English subject and not using the same work material for all pupils 

(Lundberg, 2007, pp. 154-155). It is highlighted that individual needs must be met in order for 

all pupils to be able to progress within the subject, and if teachers tailor English lessons with 

different individual needs in mind, they would be able to engage pupils more in the subject 

(Lundberg, 2007, p. 155). In addition, documenting the progress made by the pupils made it 

easier for the teachers to motivate them further since they were able to see the progress they 

had made so far within the subject (Lundberg, 2007, p. 154). 

 

As mentioned earlier, Lundberg’s action study showed that pupils’ confidence is an important 

factor in L2 acquisition, but according to the teachers participating in the study it is also 

important that teachers feel confident with their own skills in teaching English (Lundberg 

2007, p. 153). This could otherwise affect their personal views as well as the way in which 

they teach the subject in the classroom, and in turn affect their pupils’ acquisition of the L2 

(Lundberg & Vannestål, 2012, p. 26). Non-native English L2 teachers, i.e. those for whom 

English is not their first language (L1), are less likely to be confident in their English skills 

and this can make them more cautious in their teaching styles (Ârva and Medgyes, 1999, p. 

357). Too much time may therefore be spent on so-called ‘correctness of speech’ rather than 

just allowing pupils to develop their oral skills in a more relaxed atmosphere (Ârva and 

Medgyes, 1999, p. 357). Nevertheless, non-native English teachers can excel in L2 teaching 

in one respect, namely in their ability to relate to their pupil’s situation, since they too have 

learnt a L2. They therefore also are familiar with strategies that can be used when learning a 

new language, and, what is important, they are able to translate English into their L1 when 

pupils need them to (Ârva and Medgyes p. 362). Medgyes states in his article “Native or non-

native: Who’s worth more?” (1992, p. 349) that it is important to see the positive aspects that 

both non-native and native L2 teachers can contribute with, but also to understand their 

limitations in order for them to become better L2 teachers. 

 

In the Lundberg study, the teachers said that when given help and knowledge on lesson 

planning, during the 20-week part-time teaching course, they were able to plan their lessons 

over a longer period of time, this had a positive impact on their teaching abilities. The lessons 

became more enjoyable for both the teachers and the pupils if they were planned in advance 
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and each lesson had a real purpose (Lundberg, 2007, p. 153). While Lundberg’s research 

shows the importance of English teaching skills, the ELLiE study highlighted that many 

teachers in Europe are not given the opportunity to educate themselves in early English 

language teaching. Without the relevant age-appropriate methods and skills, it will be hard for 

teachers to teach English to young learners at an adequate level (Enever et al., 2011, p. 147). 

 

The ELLiE study allowed for comparisons to be made between teachers who were supported 

to further educate themselves within the subject, and who were able to share thoughts and 

ideas with other teachers, and those that were not given any such support. Teachers that were 

given the opportunity to improve their skills found meaning and enjoyment in their teaching 

(Enever et al., 2011, p. 148). The teachers that had been able to develop their skills also 

seemed to be better capable in classroom management and to engage their pupils during the 

English lessons and to keep them on track with their work (Enever et al., 2011, p. 148). These 

teachers also believed that it was important to start teaching a new language at an early age 

(Enever et al., 2011, p. 148). Although the European Commission promotes a positive view on 

learning new languages at an early age in Europe, and even suggests starting in preschool, 

there are just not enough qualified teachers to teach the subject. Further educating teachers in 

different countries will cost money that most governments are not willing, or able, to spend on 

this area (Enever et al., 2011, p. 147). The study does not specify which governments in 

Europe this statement applies to, however the countries involved in this study are Croatia, 

England, Italy, Netherlands, Poland, Spain and Sweden (Enever et al., 2011, p. 147). 

 

To date, the research that has been carried out into early language acquisition has highlighted 

that there are many aspects that need to be considered, including starting age, the ability of the 

teachers and their need for support and development, and the individual needs of different 

children. The fact that there is still variation in how and when English is taught in Swedish 

schools, shows that there is a need for further investigation in this area, and perhaps in 

particular, of primary school teachers’ views on the English subject from years 1-3.  
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3. Methods 
 

3.1 Quantitative method: Questionnaire 
 

In order to gather information from teachers and obtain their viewpoints on the English 

subject I created a questionnaire with 16 questions related to my research topic. This 

quantitative study made it possible for me to take verbal or written information and present it 

numerically (Dimenäs, 2017, p. 82). By using a questionnaire, I was able to retrieve a large 

amount of data that is presented in Section 4.1.  

  

Using a questionnaire allowed me to reach a large number of primary school teachers and 

therefore I was able get a more statistically reliable data set. The more people that answered 

this questionnaire the higher the reliability. Nevertheless, there were limitations to this study, 

first of all since the questionnaire was aimed at primary school teachers in years 1-3, while it 

was not possible to ensure that the respondents were just that. Another issue that could have 

affected the reliability of the study is if only teachers who are already interested in the subject 

answered the questionnaire; this could have led to an overall positive view of the English 

subject and may have led to unreliable results. Through the Survey & Report programme, I 

was able to limit the amount of answers that could be given from one computer address to just 

one answer per address, which should have stopped individuals from answering multiple 

times.  

 

3.2 Questionnaire construction 
 

The questionnaire contained 16 questions (see Appendix C) related to English language 

education in years 1-3 in Sweden. The questionnaire was in Swedish because it is the official 

language of Sweden and I wanted to reach as many primary school teachers as possible, 

including those whose knowledge of English may be poor. I used Survey & Report to 

construct my questionnaire and to receive data from the answers that were submitted. The 

questionnaire was open for respondents from the 8th of March 2019 until and including the 

3rd of April 2019. 
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I used the advice given by Statistics Sweden (SCB, 2016) on how to construct questionnaires. 

I decided to use yes/no questions as well as multiple choice answers. Having multiple choice 

questions makes it possible for a respondent to find an answer that they feel better represents 

what they feel or think (SCB, 2016, p. 69). For the validity of the questions it is necessary that 

they are connected to the overall purpose of the study (Dimenäs, 2017, p. 91). Therefore, I 

made sure that every question asked was related to primary school teachers’ views on the 

English subject as well as in what school year they begin to teach English and what 

recommendations exist in their own school/municipality on when to start teaching English. 

There are also questions on how the teachers perceive their own skills when it comes to 

teaching English as well as their own English proficiency. 

 

If there had been no time constraints in place, I would have ensured that my questions were 

easy to interpret and answer, by conducting a pilot study in a small group of teachers prior to 

posting my questionnaire. This would have increased the reliability of the questionnaire 

(Dimenäs, J. 2017, p. 91). 

 

I contacted primary school teachers who taught years 1-3 through a primary teacher group on 

Facebook with the goal of getting at least 50 respondents. The positive thing about using the 

Internet is that it is an easier way to reach many teachers compared to trying to reach them via 

emails around the country. However, it may exclude teachers who do not use the Internet on a 

regular basis. As a result, certain age groups might be underrepresented in the results, which 

in turn might would affect the reliability of the study. In an attempt to include all age groups I 

also emailed the questionnaire to a local primary school where I knew that there was a varied 

age amongst the teachers. When analysing the results, I was unable to see which answers that 

came from the school and which ones that came from the Facebook group. 

 

The results from Questions 14 and 16 in the questionnaire regarding methods used when 

teaching English may not give an accurate picture of methods used by most teachers. The 

reason for this is that the Facebook page used in this study is about teaching in creative ways. 

Almost only teachers who are interested in teaching creatively will join this group. Therefore, 

already creative teachers may be over represented in the results. 
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How well the findings from the questionnaire used in this study represent the overall views of 

primary school teachers in Sweden is of course not known. Indeed, generalizable results could 

not be attained partly due to the fact that as stated earlier most respondents were contacted via 

a Facebook page designed to help teachers get inspiration for their lesson planning. However, 

my aim was not to achieve a generalizable result, but rather to analyse the responses given 

from the specific respondents to my questionnaire with the aim of making observations that 

could be of value for understanding the relevant issues in a more general manner.  

 

The questionnaire was distributed with a cover letter (see Appendix B) explaining the purpose 

of the study and how the responses would be used, so that participants were aware of this 

prior to completing the questionnaire. Participants were also informed that the questionnaire 

was voluntary and confidential, that they have the right to withdraw at any time and that I 

followed the European General Data Protection Regulation (GDPR) when gathering data. 

 

All data collected are shown in the results since it would be ethically wrong to hide any of this 

gathered information. I followed the ethical code that states that the research conducted must 

have no, or minimal, amount of harmful consequences (Vetenskapsrådet, 2017, p. 20).   
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4. Results and analysis 
 

4.1 Respondents 
 

Please note that the original questionnaire was written in Swedish (see Appendix C), but the 

questions have been translated into English below for the benefit of this write-up (the 

numbers correspond to those in the Appendix). There were 67 respondents to my 

questionnaire (n = 67). Notably there was a slight discrepancy in the number of responses to 

three of the questions as compared to the rest (see table 1). 

 

Table 1: Discrepancies in the number of responses received for selected questions 

Question no No of individual respondents 

4 n = 69, indicating that two respondents answered the question twice 

7 n = 49, indicating that one respondent answered when they should not have 

14 n = 13, indicating that one respondent answered when they should not have 

 

All the respondents to this questionnaire were female. When it comes to gender representation 

it could not be expected to get an equal number of male and female respondents since only 

around 24% of primary school teacher’s for years 1-3 are male (SCB, 2014). The number of 

respondents from each age group can be seen in Table 2. 

 

 

Table 2: Number of respondents per age group 

 

 

Age group No of individual respondents 

20 - 29 n = 12 

30 - 39 n = 14 

40 - 49 n = 29 

50 - 59 n = 10 

60 - 69 n = 2 
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The respondents had a varying amount of teaching experience. 37% of respondents had been 

teaching ‘0-5 years’, 21% had been teaching for ‘6-10 years’, 28% had been teaching for ‘11-

20 years’, and 13% had been teaching for more than 20 years. The responses to Question 8 in-

dicate that all the respondents have undergone teacher training. 

 

 

 

4.2 When should L2 be taught? 
 

 

 

Figure 1: The year at which the respondents started teaching English to their pupils, with the 

relevant percentages included within each of the bars 

 

The results in Figure 1 show that nearly 63% of the teachers started teaching English in year 

1, which means that 37% of teachers are waiting until year 2 or 3 before introducing the sub-

ject to their pupils. When asked at what stage English should be taught to pupils (see Fig. 2), 

nearly 39% of respondents thought that it should start ‘earlier than year 1’. Approximately 

46% thought that ‘year 1’ was an appropriate time to start teaching, whilst 17% of the teachers 
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thought that English should not be taught until ‘year 2’, ‘year 3’ or even ‘year 4 or later’. In-

terestingly, these responses show that although approximately 63% of the teachers said that 

they taught English from ‘year 1’, only 46% believed that this was the year when children 

should first be taught English. 

 

 

Figure 2: The respondents’ view on when English should be introduced as a subject, with the 

relevant percentages included within each of the bars 

 

As regards whether the schools/municipalities had given the respondents any 

recommendations regarding which school year English should be taught, 72% answered ‘yes’ 

to this question and 28% answered ‘no’. Those who answered ‘yes’ to this question were then 

asked to specify which year was recommended. As can be seen in Figure 3, more than half of 

those respondents indicated that their schools recommended that English should be taught 

from year 1. 
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Figure 3: The year at which respondents have been recommended to start teaching English by 

their schools/municipalities, with the relevant percentages included within each of the bars 

 

 

Figure 4: Respondents’ views on whether English knowledge requirements should be 

introduced into the Swedish curriculum in year 3, with the relevant percentages included 

within each of the bars 

 

The respondents’ opinions on whether or not English should have knowledge requirements by 

year 3 were split, as can be seen in Figure 4, with 36% agreeing that there should be 
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knowledge requirements by year 3 and 24% disagreeing. The remaining 40% only partly 

agreed or had no opinion on the subject. 

 

4.3 L2 teaching qualifications and teaching style 
 

This section will ascertain the teaching qualifications of the respondents and whether they feel 

that their education is adequate for primary school level English teaching. Teachers perception 

of their own teaching style in the English subject will also be discussed. 

 

All of the respondents have undergone teacher training. However, English had been an obliga-

tory part of the teacher training of only 34% of the respondents. Nevertheless, as can be seen 

in Figure 5, a very high number of respondents (78%) believed that their knowledge of the 

English language was good enough to teach it at primary school level. 

 

 

Figure 5: The number of respondent that agree at different levels that their knowledge of the 

English subject is sufficient to be able to teach it at primary school level, with the relevant 

percentages included within each of the bars 
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Figure 6: The number of respondent that agree at different levels that they want more training 

within the English subject with the relevant percentages included within each of the bars 

 

Respondents wanting more training within the English subject, as can be seen in Figure 6, was 

shown to be significant with four out of five teachers interested to some degree in more train-

ing. Only one out of five respondents thought that their competence was adequate. 

 

When the respondents were asked if they had been offered, via their workplace, an oppor-

tunity to further educate themselves within the English subject 18% said ‘yes’ and 82% said 

‘no’. Of the respondents who had been offered further education, 39% had been given this op-

portunity on several occasions, 39% on one occasion to an opportunity offered and 23% had 

not accepted an opportunity offered. 
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Figure 7: The extent to which respondents use traditional methods in their teaching of 

English, with the relevant percentages included within each of the bars 

 

When it comes to teaching methodology, the respondents were asked to what extent they used 

traditional English teaching methods such as workbooks and textbooks in their lessons. In 

Figure 7 we can see that nearly 15% of the respondents stated that they used traditional teach-

ing methods to a ‘high’ or ‘very high’ extent in contrast to the 84% of respondents who only 

used these methods to a ‘partly’, ‘low’ or ‘very low’ extent. When asked to what extent they 

used experimental teaching methods when conducting English lessons nearly three out of four 

teachers said they used alternative methods, e.g. theatre and games to a ‘high’ or ‘very high’ 

degree, as seen in Figure 8. One out of four teachers used these methods ‘partly’ or to a ‘very 

low’ extent. 
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Fig. 8: The degree to which respondents use experimental methods in their teaching of 

English, with the relevant percentages included within each of the bars 

 

When it comes to the degree to which the respondents enjoy teaching English at primary 

school level, it turned out that 82% did enjoy teaching the subject at primary school level 

while around 18% only partly enjoyed or did not enjoy teaching the subject. 

 

5. Discussion 
 

5.1 L2 in primary school 
 

The data retrieved from my questionnaire indicate what primary school teachers’ views are on 

teaching English to young learners and whether they believe themselves to have the right 

skills to teach the subject. The data also offers an insight into what recommendations are 

given by schools/municipalities when planning school schedules for years 1-3 since one of the 

questions relates to this. 
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The results show a discrepancy between when teachers believe they should begin teaching 

English and when they actually do begin to teach the subject. Although the questionnaire does 

not allow us to deduce what proportion of the respondents were actually teaching English 

from year 1, it is clear that many of the teachers responding to the questionnaire were not 

teaching English in the school year that they felt was most appropriate. Whether this is a 

result from recommendations from schools/municipalities, or perhaps personal feelings on the 

subject, cannot be determined from this questionnaire.  It could however suggest that some 

teachers need to go against their personal convictions when it comes to the English subject, 

which might affect their teaching. Indeed, it has already been demonstrated that the personal 

views of teachers can affect the way in which they teach the subject in the classroom 

(Lundberg & Vannestål, 2012, p. 26, see section 2.3). 

 

Nearly 72% of the teachers confirmed that their school/municipality did provide 

recommendations on when English should be taught in schools. However, there were clear 

differences in what those recommendations were, and only around half of them were 

recommending year 1. The fact that there are clearly different guidelines in 

schools/municipalities with regards to the school year at which English should be taught in 

schools must make us question whether pupils in Sweden are truly getting equal schooling 

when it comes to the English subject. This also raises the question of whether or not this 

would be acceptable if the subject in question had instead been Swedish or Maths. As stated 

by Lundberg and Vannestål (2012, p. 25, see Section 2.3) it is of great importance to start 

teaching English as soon as possible since it could have an effect on feelings towards the 

subject and on the pupils’ pronunciation skills. On the other hand, research shows that age is 

not a main factor when it comes to the ability to learn grammar and words. However, this 

does not mean that the age/school year at which English lessons begin is unimportant. 

Children who start earlier pick up the pronunciation of a L2 easier and are more willing to 

participate in lessons that focus on oral skills since they are not as bothered about what their 

peers may think of their proficiency level. Younger children have the ability to imitate 

languages easier (Lundberg, 2016, p. 38) and this skill should not be wasted. Teaching 

children in a fun atmosphere and when their interest in the world is high can make them more 

positive towards learning new languages in the future. 
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Through this study I have learnt that even though the Swedish school system is based upon 

the idea of equal schooling, we still have some way to go to make this a reality. It could be 

assumed that there should at least be consistency across the country when it comes to the 

school year at which children start to learn a subject in school, but clearly this is not the case. 

The findings from this study highlight the importance of future research in this area, in order 

to make sure Swedish pupils are treated as equally as possible. Moreover, the fact that many 

primary school teachers are not educated within the English subject is worrying since they are 

the first link to L2 acquisition within the school system. This is something that many 

municipalities need to be aware of; it needs to be realised that providing funding to ensure 

that all teachers can teach English at primary school level is of the upmost importance if 

equality is to be reached across all classrooms in Sweden. 

 

5.2 Teacher training 
 

Although all of the respondents stated that they were fully trained teachers, we know that the 

training given to these teachers will have differed markedly. This is because the teacher 

training programme has changed significantly over the last 50 years and judging from when 

the respondents ought to have had their teacher training, only about 35% of them will have 

had English as an obligatory subject. Although some of the remaining 65% may have chosen 

to study English in their spare time, and some may have belonged to the small proportion of 

respondents (18%) who were given the possibility to further educate themselves, the findings 

still indicate that there are likely to be many primary school teachers in Sweden who are not 

adequately qualified to teach young learners English. Yet, nearly 78% of the teachers who 

answered the questionnaire believed that they had enough knowledge of the English subject to 

teach it at primary school level. This could be a sign that some teachers believe that if they 

can speak the language they can also teach the subject, which is not necessarily the case. For 

instance, an individual who is an expert in maths is not necessarily going to be capable of 

teaching the subject to others as there are a lot more skills required to be able to teach a 

subject. As Shin (2014) states (also see Section 2.3), teachers need the correct education to be 

able to teach and plan English lessons properly. Something very positive that is highlighted in 

the responses to the questionnaire is that around 82% of the respondents would like more 
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education within the English subject. The fact that only 18% have been offered further 

education within this subject by their school/municipality clearly shows that this is an area 

that requires more attention.  

 

The results from this study shine a light on problems that exist within the English subject with 

regards to the aim of having equal schooling for all. Pupils in different classrooms are being 

taught a L2 by teachers that have different levels of knowledge within the subject. Teachers 

who are given the correct training to teach young learners English are much more positive 

towards the subject and can give their pupils suitable age-related tasks within the subject. 

 

Primary school teachers’ views on the inclusion of knowledge requirements in the English 

syllabus for year 3 varied greatly as can be seen in Figure 4 (Section 4.2). One can only 

speculate about why the opinions on the inclusions of knowledge requirements are so widely 

split. It may be related to the fact that workloads are already high in many schools, or it could 

be that teachers feel that it would put too much pressure on such young pupils. Some teachers 

may also not feel that the subject is as important as other subjects in the curriculum, and/or 

they might worry that more time would need to be allocated to the subject which could mean 

less time allocated to another subject. This is of course pure conjecture, but it opens up a 

whole new area for future research. 

 

5.3 Equal schooling for all  
 

According to the 2011 Swedish school curriculum one of the most important parts of Swedish 

education is that all pupils have the right to an equivalent education no matter where in the 

country they live and no matter which teacher they get. This does of course not mean that 

everything will be taught in exactly the same way, but one would expect that the school year 

when a subject begins to be taught, would be the same across the country. The findings from 

this study show that this is not the case. Not only do teachers have different opinions on when 

to start teaching English but schools/municipalities are also giving different advice on when to 

start teaching the subject. 
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6. Conclusions and future research 
 

Through this study I have found out that Swedish primary school teachers have different 

opinions on when English lessons should begin for school children, varying from earlier than 

year 1 to year 4 or later. Respondents’ views on whether the English subject should have 

knowledge requirements by year 3 have also been shown to vary significantly. This could 

possibly indicate a split in the teaching profession on the importance of the English subject. 

Most of the Swedish primary school teachers in this study seem to believe that they have 

adequate skills to teach the English subject despite the results showing that less than half of 

the respondents had English as an obligatory part of their teacher training. This suggests that 

many of the teachers did not lack confidence in their own English teaching skills, but notably 

their proficiency could not be determined through this questionnaire. The findings also 

highlight that there are a large number of teachers wanting further education within the 

English subject who are not being given this from their schools/municipalities. The 

respondents in this study show a preference towards experimental teaching strategies within 

the English subject, e.g. games and theatre, rather than the traditional use of textbooks. With 

many teachers being open to other ways of teaching English one can hope that more pupils 

will find their path to learning a L2. 

 

My hypothesis before starting this research was that a teacher’s own beliefs of their English 

skills, and prior knowledge about teaching English to children, will directly influence at what 

age they think children should be taught English. Many of the teachers responding to the 

questionnaire stated that they feel confident with the subject, which then raises the question of 

what is stopping them from teaching the subject at an earlier stage. It is possible that this is  

linked to the results which highlight that there is no set school year in which to start teaching 

English and that many teachers are not formally trained in teaching the English subject. If 

teachers themselves were given equal training in the subject, then hopefully they would also 

receive the same information regarding what areas of the English subject are benefitted by 

starting in specific school years. This would unite the teachers to begin teaching the English 
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subject areas, such as oral skills and writing, in the same school year and thus provide more 

equal schooling for all pupils. 

 

The findings from this study could be a starting point to understanding the extent of the 

inequalities in English teaching across Sweden, with the following questions being raised for 

future research: (1) Why do teachers start teaching a L2 in different school years? (2) Why do 

schools/municipalities have different recommendations on when to start teaching English? (3) 

Are teachers really as creative in their English teaching as these results would suggest? (4) 

Why are so few primary school teachers given the opportunity to further educate themselves 

within the English subject? (5) Why does the English syllabus not include knowledge 

requirements by year 3?  

 

It is very clear that this is an area of research that needs to be explored further and the 

questions raised need to be given a lot more attention in Sweden. This is crucial if we want 

our education system to be truly equal for all our pupils as stated in the Swedish school 

curriculum.
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 Appendix A 
 

 English syllabus (Skolverket, 2018, pp. 34-35) 

 

5.2 ENGLISH 

 Language is the primary tool human beings use for thinking, communicating and learning. 

Having a knowledge of several languages can provide new perspectives on the surrounding 

world, enhanced opportunities to create contacts and greater understanding of different ways 

of living. The English language surrounds us in our daily lives and is used in such diverse ar-

eas as politics, education and economics. Knowledge of English thus increases the individ-

ual’s opportunities to participate in different social and cultural contexts, as well as in interna-

tional studies and working life.  

 

Aim  

Teaching of English should aim at helping the pupils to develop knowledge of the English 

language and of the areas and contexts where English is used, and also pupils’ confidence in 

their ability to use the language in different situations and for different purposes. 

 

Through teaching, pupils should be given the opportunity to develop all-round communicative 

skills. These skills involve understanding spoken and written English, being able to formulate 

one’s thinking and interact with others in the spoken and written language, and the ability to 

adapt use of language to different situations, purposes and recipients. Communication skills 

also cover confidence in using the language and the ability to use different strategies to sup-

port communication and solve problems when language skills by themselves are not suffi-

cient. 

 

In order to deal with spoken language and texts, pupils should be given the opportunity to de-

velop their skills in relating content to their own experiences, living conditions and interests. 

Teaching should also provide pupils with opportunities to develop knowledge about and an 

understanding of different living conditions, as well as social and cultural phenomena in the 

areas and contexts where English is used.  
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Teaching should help pupils to develop their skills in searching for, evaluating, choosing and 

assimilating the content of spoken language and texts from different sources. They should also 

be equipped to be able to use different tools for learning, understanding, being creative and 

communicating. Teaching should encourage pupils to develop an interest in languages and 

culture, and convey the benefits of language skills and knowledge.  

 

Teaching in English should essentially give pupils the opportunities to develop their ability to: 

 

 • understand and interpret the content of spoken English and in different types of texts, 

 • express themselves and communicate in speech and writing, 

 • use language strategies to understand and make themselves understood,  

• adapt language for different purposes, recipients and contexts, and  

• reflect over living conditions, social and cultural phenomena in different contexts and parts 

of the world where English is used. 

 

 Core content  

In years 1–3  

Content of communication 

 • Subject areas that are familiar to the pupils.  

• Interests, people and places.  

• Daily life and ways of living in different contexts and areas where English is used.  

 

Listening and reading – reception 

• Clearly spoken English and texts from various media.  

• Simple instructions and descriptions.  

• Different types of simple conversations and dialogues. 

• Films and dramatised narratives for children. 

• Songs, rhymes, poems and tales.  

• Words and phrases in the local surroundings, such as those used on signs and other simple 

texts.  
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Speaking, writing and discussing – production and interaction  

• Simple presentations.  

• Simple descriptions and messages.  

• Songs, rhymes and dramatisations. 
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Appendix B 
 

Till lärare som undervisar i grundskolan åk 1 - 3 

Jag heter Maria Grönvall och jag går lärarprogrammet F-3 på Karlstads universitet. Denna en-

kät är en del av mitt examensarbete som handlar om lärarens syn på engelskundervisning på 

lågstadiet och vilken effekt detta kan ha på själva undervisningen. 

  

Jag blir extremt tacksam för all hjälp jag kan få med att få in så många svar på denna enkät 

som möjligt.  

 

Syftet med min enkät är att jag ska få en större inblick i hur åk 1 - 3 lärare ser på engelskun-

dervisningen. Jag vill även ta reda på om det i olika kommuner finns rekommendationer när 

själva engelskundervisningen bör påbörjas. 

 

Det är via valda Facebooksidor som medlemmar får möjlighet att svara på denna enkät. 

Denna enkät är som jag nämnt tidigare del av mitt examensarbete och därmed kommer det 

färdiga arbetet att delas med studenter och lärare vid Karlstads universitet för opponering och 

examination. Sedan kommer arbetet att läggas ut via DiVA (Digitala Vetenskapliga Arkivet).  

 

Eftersom deltagandet i denna studie är helt frivilligt så kan du när som helst avbryta enkäten 

och dina svar kommer då inte att registreras. Jag följer dataskyddslagen GDPR och alla in-

komna svar är och förblir anonyma. Dina svar kommer därmed inte att kunna spåras i efter-

hand.  

 

Enkäten är öppen för svar mellan den ?:e mars och ?:a april. 

 

Tack för din medverkan! 

 

Vänliga hälsningar  

 

Maria Grönvall  
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Appendix C 
 

Enkätfrågor och påståenden  

 

1. Vilket kön tillhör du? 

 

Man 

Kvinna 

Annat alternativ 

Vill ej svara 

 

2. Vilken åldersgrupp tillhör du?  

 

  20-29 

  30-39 

  40-49 

  50-59 

  60-69 

 

3. Hur många år har du arbetat som lärare?  

 

0-5 

6-10 

11-20 

21-30 

31-40 

40+ 
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4. I vilken årskurs börjar du lära ut engelska? 

 

åk 1 

åk 2 

åk 3 

 

5. I vilken årskurs anser du att engelska ska börja läras ut? 

 

Tidigare än åk 1 

Åk 1 

Åk 2 

Åk 3 

Åk 4 eller senare  

 

6. Har din skola/kommun rekommendationer vid vilken årskurs på lågstadiet engelska bör lä-

ras ut? 

 

Ja 

Nej 

 

7. Om du svarat JA på föregående fråga, när rekommenderar din kommun att engelska ska lä-

ras ut? 

 

Åk 1 

Åk 2 

Åk 3 
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8. Det bör införas kunskapskrav i engelska i åk 3 i lgr11. 

 

Håller med 

Håller delvis med 

Håller inte alls med 

Vet inte 

 

9. Var engelska en obligatorisk del av din lärarutbildning?      

 

Ja 

Nej  

Har ej gått någon lärarutbildning 

 

10.  Jag anser att min kunskap inom engelskämnet är tillräcklig för att lära ut ämnet på lågsta-

diet. 

 

Håller med 

Håller delvis med 

Håller inte med 

 

11. Jag tycker om att lära ut engelska på lågstadiet. 

 

Håller med 

Håller delvis med 

Håller inte alls med 

 

12. Jag vill ha mer utbildning inom engelskämnet. 

 

Håller med 

Håller delvis med 

Håller inte alls med 
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13. Under din yrkestid, har du fått möjligheten att via din arbetsplats vidareutbilda dig inom 

engelskämnet? 

 

Ja 

Nej 

 

14. Om du svarat JA på föregående fråga, har du då utnyttjat erbjudandet att vidareutbilda dig 

inom engelskämnet? 

 

Ja, vid flera tillfällen 

Ja, vid ett tillfälle 

Nej 

 

 

15. Till vilken grad håller du dig mest till traditionella engelska läromedel i din undervisning 

som till exempel en arbetsbok och textbok? 

 

Mycket hög  

Hög 

Till viss del  

Låg  

Mycket låg 

 

16.  Till vilken grad använder du dig av andra undervisningsmaterial och metoder som till ex-

empel fristående material, teater och lekar.  

 

Mycket hög  

Hög 

Till viss del  

Låg  

Mycket låg 


