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Abstract  
Language teaching and teaching through language have undergone a standardization process all over Europe. In 
the Spanish context, a myriad of programs has emerged in the last ten years whose main aim is to guarantee a 
plurilingual education. That means implementing and consolidating European directives on the matter from the 
Council of Europe. Universities have joined this trend in their need for internationalization. This contribution 
analyses pre-service teachers’ perceptions on their English Foreign Language level and the professional 
requirements regarding language competence in the current context in which language is a key aspect in 
education at any level. In spite of the fact that most students (95.5%) consider that a language teacher should 
master the language (C1 CEFR level or at least B2), some of them (19.3%) acknowledge not having any 
language accreditation yet, and most are in between B1 and B2 (70%). Therefore, there is a lack of consistency 
between their real language level and their perception of what is needed in order to be a successful primary 
education language teacher. Unquestioningly, their desired level is above their real competence, that is the 
reason why they plan to continue their English studies once they finish their university degree. 
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Introduction 
The importance addressed to languages nowadays at any social level is undeniable, and it is a 
key factor in the labour market. The Council of Europe has been working on the improvement of 
language learning; has made a considerable effort in the simplification of directives regarding 
language learning in Europe (Cáceres, 2007) and has promoted many different proposals in order 
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to guarantee equal opportunities and foster mobility for any European citizen1. The celebration of 
the European Year of Languages (2001) fostered by the Council of Europe, European Union, and 
UNESCO drew the attention to language learning in order to cater for individual and social 
development. At the same time, the Common European Framework of Reference for Languages: 
Learning, Teaching, Assessment (CEFR) was launched, and has proved to be a successful tool in 
the teaching and learning of languages across Europe and beyond. The CEFR has provoked a 
change in the understanding of language learning and/or teaching at any educational level and 
besides, and at social level. The language level scale has spread widely and the fact that 
languages are tested in terms of ability —what an individual is able to do in one language— has 
turned languages into living objects of study (Cáceres, 2007; García Santa-Cecilia, 2002). Its 
aims are the following (Council of Europe, 2018): (a) “promote and facilitate co-operation 
among educational institutions in different countries”, (b) “provide a sound basis for the mutual 
recognition of language qualifications”; and (c) “assist learners, teachers, course designers, 
examining bodies and educational administrators to situate and co-ordinate their efforts” (p.25).    

In 2018, there was a sequel of the former framework: Common European Framework of 
Reference for Languages: Learning, Teaching, Assessment. Companion Volume with New 
Descriptors. Its aim is to foster the right to an inclusive quality education for all (Council of 
Europe, 2018). The reference levels have been updated and modified (there is a pre-A1 level and 
some C1 and C2 descriptors have been improved), and there are new descriptors for areas such 
as mediation and online interaction, as well as plurilingual and pluricultural competence and sign 
language (Cores, 2017).  

Both documents together with many other directives are examples of the work which has been 
being done at the Council of Europe in favour of language learning. Another European project 
which is indirectly related to the learning of languages in general to guarantee equal 
opportunities for any European citizen is the European Higher Education Area (EHEA) which 
was started (1998) at Sorbonne University after a meeting celebrated by the delegates from four 
different countries. Its main aim was to adapt higher education to the current needs for 
professionals in everyday life in a changing and global world. The idea was to respect cultural 
diversity in each country by standardising those criteria governing higher education in the hope 
of favouring student and staff mobility, fostering not only language learning —at least two 
different languages apart from mother tongue— but also the use of Information and 
Communication Technologies (ICT). However, it was the concept of lifelong learning —a 
professional’s personal responsibility to develop autonomous learning and updating in time—, 
which has caused more struggle among higher education institutions, as methodological 
implications have arisen. Degrees have been transformed and adapted in such a way that can be 

                                                         
1The European Centre for Modern Languages (ECML) is an institution whose mission is to foster excellence and 
innovation in language teaching and learning, helping Europeans to learn languages more efficiently 
(https://www.ecml.at/).  
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described and compared without any problem among the different countries2, achieving certain 
collective and cooperative quality assurance (Ramos, 2008).  

All those measures have caused a deep impact on higher education organisation in some 
countries, such as Spain. Training is now focused on practice in order to cater for social and 
labour market demands. But the most visible change for the people is the structure which has 
been adopted (4+1): four years for undergraduate studies and one for masters. Students benefit 
from a better personal development being in charge of their learning process by means of active 
methodologies which help them acquire different strategies in order to guarantee their lifelong 
learning and lecturers are transformed in a “guide to the side”.   

In Spain, the adaptation to the EHEA in terms of degrees related to English foreign language 
teaching in the primary school was developed by the national quality assurance agency (ANECA: 
Agencia Nacional de Evaluación de la Calidad y Acreditación). This agency presented a plan for 
the undergraduate studies in Early Childhood Education and Primary Education that universities 
accepted following the recommendations given by the Ministry of Education and Science.  Those 
degrees last for four years and once pre-service teachers are at the last half of their studies, they 
can choose the specialisation track they wish among: Special Education, Physical Education, 
Musical Education, or Foreign Language (English or French) and some other possibilities 
designed by universities, such as the one devoted to general foundation subjects (ANECA, 2005: 
vol.1, 42). Also, the Ministry of Education and Science accepted this generalist proposal, as 
opposed to the specialist one that existed with the old plans of studies, but it established that the 
pre-service teachers should finish their teaching preparation with a B1 level according to the 
CEFR (Ministerio de Educación y Ciencia, 2007). However, in the Seminar on bilingual 
education organised by the University of Alcalá and the British Council among other 
considerations, it was pointed out the low level of the pre-service teachers who finish their 
studies within these new university plans (Jover, Fleta y González, 2016). Some other 
administrations demand teachers to have a higher proficiency in the target language. However, 
bilingual education has set the level in C1 in most communities in order to access the programme 
but there is an adaptation period in which teachers with lower levels may participate reaching the 
compromise to improve their language level in time.  

This is the new scenario in which higher education is being developed, a global world with 
instant access to new content and new social requirements which are quite demanding on the 
effective use of languages on the part of graduate students ready to access the labour market. The 
authors presume —based both on years of personal experience and literature— there is usually a 
gap between most students’ real language level and the one they should achieve in order to carry 
out their duties as professionals successfully. Therefore, this paper analyses primary education 
students’ perceptions on their English foreign language level and its adequacy to the professional 

                                                         
2Thanks to the Diploma Supplement, an official document which describes competencies acquired by graduates 
along their studies in, at least, two different languages. 
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requirements in the current European context in general and in the Spanish move towards 
bilingual education in particular.   
 
Methods 
This study was carried out in three Spanish universities. The Spanish university system 
reorganised its study plans according to the EHEA in 2010. This reorganisation implied the 
rearrangement of alldegree programmes, including those which qualify graduates to teach in 
primary education. The degree programmes offer several specialisation tracks and one of them 
allows students to specialise in teaching English as a foreign language in primary education. 
Students choose their specialisation track in the 3rd and 4th year or only in the 4th year, depending 
on each university regulations when organising the study plan. The number of credits in this 
track varies according to each university programme. However, the credit range goes from 30 to 
36 ECTS credits including teaching placement, which are distributed among linguistic and 
didactic subjects.  
This paper pursues the following research objectives:  
1) to know the level of English linguistic competence of a group of pre-service English teachers; 
2) to gather information about their desired English linguistic competence;  
3) to compare those with the professional requirements regarding their linguistic competence. 
The study sample consisted of 135 subjects: one hundred women (74.1%) and thirty-five men 
(25.9%), (see Figure 1). These students took the specialisation track in English foreign language 
in primary education in the academic year 2018/19.  
 

 
Figure 1. Gender 

 
     The research follows a quantitative methodology. Participants were given a survey, which 
was administered online to facilitate access (Google Drive: http://bit.ly/2F77P0g) and voluntary 
participation of the informants was guaranteed. The tool was validated by four experts in English 
foreign language teaching. Then, a final validation was carried out through a pilot study with a 
group of students with similar characteristics to the research sample. Data was analysed with 
SPSS v.24. Descriptive statistics (frequency and percentages), as well as Spearman’s rho were 
performed.  
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The ad hoc survey formed by a total of 33 items was responded by the participants through 
multiple choice, yes/no, open-ended questions. The items were classified into four sections: 1) 
personal data; 2) certified level of English; 3) desirable level of English for a primary English 
teacher; 4) beliefs about English language training. From the total number of items, this research 
focuses on five since they are the most relevant for the study.   
 
Results and Discussion 
The first objective of this study is to determine the level of the English linguistic competence of 
the sample. Our results confirm that the English level of this group of pre-service teachers does 
not respond to the requirements of the current policies. Only 42.2% of the sample hold a B2 or 
higher, whereas the competence of the language of 58.8% is not high enough. In terms of 
participants’ accreditation according to the different levels established by the CERF (Ministerio 
de Cultura, Educación y Deporte, 2002) 80.8% have obtained one. The distribution can be seen 
in Table 1. 
 
Table 1 
Accredited level of English (frequency & percentage) 

 A2 B1 B2 C1 C2 None 

Total 
4 

(3) 
48 

(35.6) 
46 

(34.1) 
10 

(7.4) 
1 

(0.7) 
26 

(19.3) 

 
It is important to highlight that most of the participants (69.7%) have accreditations that 

correspond to the levels B1/B2. Surprisingly, the higher the level of English is, the lower the 
percentages are. The distribution among B2, C1, and C2 —the professional required level— 
comprises a 42.2% of the sample. Therefore, there is a 57.8% who do not reach the required 
minimum level in order to perform their everyday chores as language teachers. It is remarkable 
that 19.3% do not have any accreditation. These data show that students are far from reaching the 
C1 level that the Comprehensive Programme on Foreign language learning 2010-2020 
(Ministerio de Educación, 2011) establishes as the level required to teach English.  

Likewise, these pre-service teachers are aware of the level demanded by schools. On the one 
hand, English has been included in the curriculum of Early Childhood Education and it is taught 
from age 3; on the other hand, schools offer bilingual programmes where teachers use the CLIL 
approach in order to teach subjects such a Science, Arts and Crafts, or Physical Education in 
English. Language teaching and teaching through language have undergone a standardization 
process not only in Spain but also all over Europe. In the Spanish context, there have emerged 
many different programmes in the last decade whose main aim is to foster a better language 
and/or plurilingual education at any level from Kindergarten to Higher Education.  

Therefore, a high competence in English is required to work as an English teacher in these 
programmes. Furthermore, the number of schools that offer bilingual programmes has increased 
enormously since 2005. From the implementation of CLIL programmes in schools onwards, 
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proficient English teachers are required, and the Ministry of Education and Science has been 
offering specific training programmes for those teachers who do not achieve the competence in 
the language needed (Ruiz, 2016). CLIL programmes pursue to hire language users both 
confident and competent in the target language who are able at the same time to teach their 
subject content in another language (Mearns, 2012: 176).  

Paradoxically, the new primary education undergraduate studies with a specialisation track in 
English language teaching have restricted the number of credits devoted to linguistic subjects 
compared to the preceding ones, which were three years and not four. Therefore, pre-service 
teachers who finish their undergraduate studies do not achieve the adequate linguistic 
competence as they themselves show in their answers in the questionnaire (Table 2).   
 
Table 2 
Desirable linguistic competence (frequency & percentage) 

 A2 B1 B2 C1 C2 

Total 
1 

(0.7) 
4 

(3.0) 
79 

(58.5) 
50 

(37.0) 
1 

(0.7) 

 
The 95.5% of the participants consider that the desirable level should be B2 or C1. We can 

affirm that the former is considerably superior to the real linguistic competence in the L2. For 
this reason, 91.9% of the sample (124) continues studying English by their own means. 
However, 8.1% (11) does not study English (see Figure 2). 
 

 
Figure 2. Studying English at the moment 

 
We consider that this problem would be solved if the English specialisation track required a 

B1 pre-requisite entrance level. Once students are in the programme, the linguistic subjects will 
take them to a level C1, which should be the exit level for undergraduates who wish to become 
English teachers in the primary current educational system in Spain. Consequently, they will 
achieve the linguistic requirements established by the Ministry of Education and Science.  

Spearman’s correlation coefficient (rho) confirms the statistical relationship between the 
variables: a) desirable linguistic competence, and b) accredited linguistic competence. There is a 
significant correlation between both variables. Although the correlation between both variables is 

positive, the coefficient of correlation is medium-low (=.35, <.001). 
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Informants are conscious that their linguistic competence does not correspond to the demands 
of the primary schools, so 91.2% continue studying English. The preferred modalities for 
studying English (either in language schools or on their own) have already been analysed and 
commented in a similar study (Fernández-Viciana, Barrios & Ramos-García, 2019 in press).  

At this point it is important to highlight the motivation of the sample to choose this English 
foreign language track (Figure 3). On the one side, most of the participants, 4.84%, affirm that 
they like English. On the other side, 4.59% state that this track offers better job opportunities. 
The reason “I am good at English” is just considered by 4.16% of the respondents. These results 
show that the competence in the language is not considered as a key factor in order to choose this 
specialisation track, even when participants are aware of the schools demands.  
 

 
Figure 3. Reasons to choose this specialisation track (average results) 

 
Among the other reasons that move these students to accede to the English foreign language 

in Primary Education programme is their idea of the wide job opportunities that it offers. It does 
not seem to be important for the sample whether they have the right aptitudes for acquiring a 
high competence in all foreign language skills or if their starting point is not the advisable level 
to study in the foreign language. Therefore, their lack of competence in the language is not an 
obstacle for them, even when they are conscious that schools require teachers who possess at 
least a high intermediate level (B2).  
 
Conclusions 
This research paper studies the competence in English of a group of pre-service teachers who are 
currently involved in the English foreign language Primary Teaching programme at three 
Spanish universities (by asking them if they have been awarded any official accreditation). The 
first objective of the paper was to determine their English linguistic competence in order to know 
if it is adequate or not for their professional needs. The results show that most participants 
among this group of pre-service teachers do not feel competent in the L2 and they are in need of 
a higher language level to be successful professionals, as some other researchers have already 
pointed out (Barrios, 2006; Rubio & Martínez Lirola, 2010; Rubio & Martínez Lirola, 2013; 
Aguilar, 2013; Amengual, 2013; Jover, Fleta, & González, 2016). Students often think that by 
following this specialisation they are going to improve substantially their language level. 
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Experience shows that intensive practice boosts their command of the language as they follow 
different courses in the target language in a short time span; however, they do not reach the level 
they expected, as their expectations are not well grounded. This usually happens with students in 
low levels (A1, A2) who expect to reach a B1 in no time by being registered in the course. The 
second objective was to define the sample desired English linguistic competence. This group of 
students are aware of the challenges that primary school English teachers face in their everyday 
teaching, as they have already observed everyday practice in at least one of their compulsory 
teaching placement periods. The years of primary education are still fresh on their memory 
indeed, and they remember the language their teachers used and the amount of vocabulary they 
were asked to learn in their Science lessons if they participated in any bilingual programme when 
at school. They realise there is a need for not only a change regarding the methodological 
approaches used in class, but also a better language command to be able to use the target 
language in any occasion in class. Most state that their experience as primary language students 
was poor and that they need to be trained linguistically and methodologically in order to start 
improving the scenario for generations to come (Barrios, 2014).  

The third objective consisted in contrasting both students’ accredited —or real— level and 
that level they think it is sufficient to develop their profession with the professional requirements 
stated by the different regulations on the matter launched by the different administrations in 
Spain in order to enter the profession. Here, the students base their answer on their personal 
beliefs and the higher their language level is, the more demanding they are, on the contrary, the 
lower their level is, the less demanding they are, although they stress the importance of being 
trained both in language and teaching methodology. Most would like to finish their university 
studies achieving a C1 in the foreign language. Since some of them know they are far from this 
aim, they continue their English language studies on their own.  

There are two important problems here which should be tackled with care by universities or 
education faculties in the first place but also by the ministry and quality agency, that is, by all 
stakeholders involved in the process since the degree curriculum is designed to the lecturer who 
is teaching students at university: students select their specialisation track in English without 
taking any level test, as it has already been pointed out. Therefore, lecturers may find a mixed-
level class in which they may find students ranging from A1 to C1/C2. It would be advisable to 
have an entry test to guarantee a certain starting level for all students. Likewise, it would be 
interesting to be able to guarantee a certain level to students who finish their specialisation by 
passing all exams in every course.  

It seems that universities want students to study language on their own, instead of including 
the study of the foreign language as a compulsory course along the degree. But, at the same time, 
most universities have created their own language centres which are regularly quite expensive 
but popular among students.  
This idea points out the scarce attention that the new academic programmes pay to linguistic 
courses. The present study tries to add to the previous literature the need to review the 
curriculum of this undergraduate programme since it seems to be unsuccessful when preparing 
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pre-service teachers adequately according to the current demands of bilingual schools in the 
whole country.   

The limitations of this study include small sample size and statistical unrepresentativeness, 
but authors understand that the data shown here can shed a little light on the main characteristic 
features or profile of pre-service English primary teachers in Spain. This contribution has 
depicted the situation in the field of pre-service training by revealing students’ perceptions on 
their English foreign language level compared to their expectations towards professional 
linguistic requirements; authors point out that there is a need for more studies with similar 
characteristics in order to highlight the paramount need to review teacher training programmes, 
especially those related to foreign language teaching. 
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