
Primary importance
Dr Janet Enever shares the fascinating findings of a European  
project examining primary language learning with Melanie Butler

teaM talk The Ellie team met in Poland in October to discuss 
their findings. Janet Enever is in the front row, second from right

‘I started learning German at 
eleven, which was young 
in those days. When I was 

twelve my father put me on a train 
to Austria to stay with a family for 
six weeks. I spoke very little Ger-
man and they spoke no English. 
It would be almost unthinkable 
now. But we managed.’

Dr Janet Enever smiles as she 
hands me a coffee in her tiny 
office in the bowels of Lon-
don Metropolitan University. 
The British representative and  
project director on Early Lan-
guage Learning in Europe 
(Ellie), she has just returned  
from the Ellie conference. She 
is not your typical British EFL 
academic. Her background is 
multilingual: her mother’s first 
language was Welsh while her 
father insisted the children learn 
German because ‘it was the lan-
guage of science’. Her university 
degree and early career were in 
state-school primary teaching. 
Even the switch to EFL – in 
Poland, then Hungary – was in 
the family tradition: her aunt was 
a career British Council officer.  

Her background, with a doc-
torate in primary languages 
policy, makes her the perfect fit 
for a research team that looked 

at 1,200 children in 48 schools 
in seven countries: Croatia, 
England, Holland, Italy, Poland, 
Spain and Sweden. All were 
learning English, except in Eng-
land, where they were learning 
French or Spanish.

Were there differences between 
the countries? ‘Of course there 
were – for the Swedes and the 
Dutch, English is a second lan-
guage rather than a foreign one. 
But the differences between the 
countries were less significant 
than the differences between 
the schools. Factors that played  
an important part included 
whether the schools had inter-
national links and also had 
supportive parents.’

‘And gender,’ I say confidently 
– after all it appears in almost 
every study of language learning.

‘It is statistically significant but 
not as important for young chil-
dren as school links or parental 
support.’ In fact, at the beginning 
of the project a child’s gender 

and confidence were the strong-
est predictors of achievement. By 
the end of the project other fac-
tors – motivation, preferences for 
activities and attitudes to teach-
ing – were also significant.

‘Socio-economic factors?’ 
I ask, quoting the holy grail of 
most primary research.

‘Significant but not crucial,’ 
she replies. I am aghast. ‘Both the 
proportion of the target language 
used by the teacher and their own 
language level were important 
factors. If the teacher’s grasp of 
the target language was below 
B1…’

‘They didn’t seem to learn  
much language.’ For once I  
am right.

‘And they did best with 
teachers whose level was C1 or 
above,’ she confirms. 

The talk turns to her expe-
rience researching in British 
schools, and Dr Enever the aca-
demic becomes Janet Enever 
primary school teacher, with 

talk of ‘my schools’, ‘my teach-
ers’ and ‘my children’. She was 
thrilled, for example, when the 
English children reported listen-
ing to Spanish online – the World 
Cup. It was the first evidence 
of the English children access-
ing Spanish via the internet. 
Data confirmed that exposure 
to the target language through 
the media (undubbed films, 
cartoons, internet, etc) varies 
widely in the different contexts. 
Active contact with the language 
through interaction with speak-
ers may be even more influential 
than exposure through the media, 
Enever says.

As she speaks, I am aware of 
the academic monitoring the evi-
dence. ‘In one of my schools in 
one year we noticed children were 
learning chunks of language. All 
the children in the study learned 
vocabulary, but this class pro-
duced an unusual number of 
lexical chunks. Perhaps because 
the teacher used a lot of songs.’ 
She shrugs. ‘The next year we 
saw more words than chunks.’

She craves more evidence, 
and hopes the Ellie project  can 
follow the children into second-
ary school. ‘We could learn so 
much,’ she says.

But the evidence they have 
amassed in what is probably 
the biggest ever longitudinal 
research project on primary 
foreign languages remains 
impressive. There is, she con-
fides, enough data to keep the 
team going for another ten 
years, and to keep PhD stu-
dents busy for twenty. As of 
now, she hopes to use the evi-
dence they have to persuade 
policy-makers across Europe of 
the value of primary language. 
There were dozens of them at  
the Polish conference, and 
Enever hopes to reach more by 
writing a book for the British 
Council. ‘Free and download-
able.’ She smiles. 

That said, it is important  
to manage the expectations  

of policy-makers, schools and 
parents. ‘Some have very unre-
alistic expectations of what 
primary children can learn in 45 
minutes or an hour a week.’

What the Ellie project dem-
onstrates, however, is that 
primary language learning not 
only gives children a ground-
ing in the language, it makes 
them more motivated to learn 
languages and more confident  
of themselves as foreign-
language learners. At the end  
of the project 69 per cent of  
the children reported being 
happy learning a foreign lan-
guage and more than half felt 
they were as fast as or faster 
than other children.

‘Even,’ says Enever trium-
phantly, ‘my English ones.’  n  
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‘The MA allowed me to explore the wider world of ELT beyond the day-to-day teaching of the CELTA trained 
teacher and prepared me for academic management, the area in which I now work post MA.’ (Roy Wilson,2008) 

 
‘The highly interactive and multicultural classroom environment, together with the input of practical and theoretical implications, helped me to 
grow and develop professionally.’ (Di Mai, 2010) 
 

MA Study for English Language Teachers 
 
MA Primary ELT: Policy & Practice 
Study the latest global trends in early start language learning. A course for 
experienced teachers and managers interested in how policy and practice 
shape each other. (email Dr Janet Enever, Coordinator of the ELLiE Project,  
j.enever@londonmet.ac.uk ) 
 
MA TESOL (Teaching English to Speakers of other Languages) 
Designed for teachers in the early stage of their career, this course allows 
them to reflect on the language classroom and deepen their knowledge of 
issues in ELT. (email Dr Parvaneh Tavakoli : p.tavakoli@londonmet.ac.uk ) 
 
MA International ELT & Applied Language Studies 
For experienced teachers, this course moves beyond the classroom to explore 
language and language learning in different social and cultural contexts. 
(email Dr Fiona English : f.english@londonmet.ac.uk ) 
 
We also welcome students for PhD study in applied linguistics, 
language education and related areas.  

 

 
 

 

‘From the teaching and learning facilities to its social atmosphere, I enjoyed every bit of the MA.’ ( Yasemin Birgan, 2004) 
 
 
 

For further information please see our website: www.londonmet.ac.uk 
Faculty of Humanities, Arts, Languages & Education, London Metropolitan University, 166-220 Holloway Road, London N7 8DB 
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