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guage awareness, parts of speech, …)
•	 Assessment and testing
•	 Use of German and other languages, 

motivating use of English
•	 Corrective feedback
•	 Classroom management and instruc-

tional settings
•	 Homework
•	 Songs, rhymes, chants, games
•	 Stories and graded readers
•	 ICT
•	 Authentic materials
•	 ICC (Intercultural Competence), En-

glish as a lingua franca, language 
awareness

Generally, each topic is treated during 
a separate 1.5-hour session. Within any 
of the given topics, it is assumed that 
individual lecturers bring in newer re-
search, question assumptions and help 
pre-service teachers become reflective 
practitioners. 

Within this curriculum, there is also 
room for individual interests - approx-
imately 30 hours of independent study 
are dedicated to letting students follow 
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Introduction

The requirements for teaching foreign 
languages range from country to coun-
try, from generalist teaching models to 
subject-specialist models (see Enever 
2014). Switzerland is somewhere in-be-
tween with a semi-specialist approach to 
pre-service primary school teacher train-
ing. For over twenty years (since English 
was introduced into the public schools) 
at the Zurich University of Teacher Edu-
cation (PHZH), the following topics have 
been covered in the two compulsory TEFL 
(Teaching English as a Foreign Language) 
courses:

•	 Aims and objectives
•	 Methods and approaches
•	 Scaffolding, strategies and language 

support
•	 Individualization and differentiation
•	 Speaking, Listening, Reading, Writing 

(development of skills / subskills) 
•	 Vocabulary (selection, learning strat-

egies and support, practice, assess-
ment, …)

•	 Grammar (explanations, practice, lan-
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•	 If there are computer-based tools that 
could be used in the classroom that 
are adaptive, then how can teachers 
use them and what should class time 
be used for?

•	 If learners are learning so much 
English outside of the classroom 
(informal), then what can the class-
room look like to lasso in on all this 
potential and should we get rid of 
the concept of “test what you teach” 
because we want learners to actually 
be learning everywhere, not just in 
school?

This is not to imply that the basic cur-
riculum does not have its value. Nor do 
these comments imply that there needs 
to be a complete overhaul of the system 
– many “newer” thoughts can certainly 
be brought into an existing structure. Yet 
there has to be more space to rethink the 
categories, to question assumptions, to 
experiment and to perhaps come to new 
conclusions. Disrupting English language 
teaching can be done within the existing 
curriculum, or it can be done by slowly 
replacing the older curriculum with a re-
conceptualized one through pilot projects 
and local educational reforms.

Disruption
According to Merriam Webster dictio-
nary, simply put, disruption is to break 
something apart, to interrupt its normal 
course. In 1995, Bower and Christensen 
wrote about disruptive technologies from 
a business perspective and Christensen, 
Horn and Johnson (2011) went on to ex-
pand upon this idea in education. Larson 
(2016) clarified the original 1995 work by 
explaining that:

•	 Not all innovation is disruption – it is 
only disruption when the innovation 
takes over the incumbent.

•	 Disruption can be either something 
small – a tiny change in one standard 
that then reaches across the board 
- or large, completely replacing the 
original product. 

up on a topic of choice or something they 
have identified as useful or problematic 
during field work, but rarely do students 
branch away from the traditional topics 
(use of German, native-speakers, etc.). 
Thus the content described here supports 
this independent-study assignment. It 
is an attempt to bridge the gap between 
some general foundations of education 
through content that is, for semi-special-
ist teachers, often not addressed in depth 
and for specialist teachers, based on gen-
eral foundations of education with topics 
from educational psychology and other 
domains of education. It is an attempt to 
re-think and contribute to general cur-
ricular reform with examples that can be 
used by curriculum designers or individ-
uals looking to freshen up their teaching 
of English or other foreign languages at 
any level. It questions assumptions made 
by teachers who experienced English lan-
guage learning in a completely different 
way than today’s youth do by ‘disrupting’ 
pre-service education through injecting 
some provocative but critical thoughts 
and perceptions into a generally accepted, 
yet out-of-date curriculum. This is hope-
fully a way of better preparing teachers 
for English language and general teaching 
so learners don’t learn English despite 
formal instruction, but rather because 
of it. 

Disrupting Assumptions

Assumptions
A search on google scholar of +assump-
tions +”English language teaching” will 
take readers on a wild goose chase of 
thoughts putting into question anything 
and everything accepted as a given. Yet 
the compulsory curricula up to now does 
not leave much room for such searches; 
rarely are students given enough time 
or provided a context in which to think 
about or brainstorm answers to questions 
such as:

•	 Why do we teach pre-service teach-
ers about certain methods when the 
school system is often too rigid to 
allow for them (for instance CLIL is 
almost impossible for non-classroom 
teachers)?

•	 If English is spoken by more non-na-
tive speakers than native speakers, 
then why are often norms for cor-
rections and language aims still based 
on native speaker norms? How could 
this look otherwise – why are we still 
not accepting Globish?

If pre-service teachers come to the university 
with the expectation of learning about how they 

themselves were taught and this is not put in 
question, then they may be too comfortable to learn 

anything new. 
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•	 Disruption is a process.
•	 Not everything new is better. 

If we search for the definition of “dis-
ruptive education”, we find “that which 
intends to break with the established 
model to improve the existing one” (Al-
lena 2020) with often a focus on cus-
tomizing learning, encouraging critical 
thinking, and using artificial intelligence. 
Washington (2021) goes on to expand on 
disruptive education as using technol-
ogy for adaptive settings and custom-
izing learning, integrating elements of 
gamification for small changes or entire 
curricular overhauls and much of the 
discussion on disruptive innovation in 
education is about the use of technology 
(e.g. Hampel, 2019).

Disruption, in the educational sense, can 
also be seen at through the lens of “learn-
ing” and there are parallels to Festinger’s 
1957 concept of cognitive dissonance or 
Piaget’s ideas of cognitive disequilibrium 
mentioned throughout his works in myr-
iad ways. Simply stated, if teachers can 

push learners to be in a state of disrup-
tion whereby they are ‘itching’ to learn, 
then they are doing their job – learning 
can take place. Being “uncomfortable” 
can lead to learning – and at the pre-ser-
vice teacher level the same holds true. 
If pre-service teachers come to the uni-
versity with the expectation of learning 
about how they themselves were taught 
and this is not put in question, then they 
may be too comfortable to learn anything 
new. This is why the assumptions need 
to be “disrupted”.

This project attempts to provide a plat-
form to students by providing them with 
content that they can accommodate in a 
small or large amount, that helps them 
with their process of learning about 
teaching with content that does not re-
place the existing curriculum, but at-
tempts to improve it so that we can hope 
for a trickledown effect whereby class-
room learning is more effective and sus-
tainable. An analogy would be that one 
rearranges one’s house to have a crisp, 
new look on one’s surroundings – one 
does not throw out all the furniture when 
doing this, often we replace a piece or two 
at a time. It takes a while to accommo-
date a new look and a few toes may be 
stubbed, but there are clear advantages to 
the new layout. In this project, disrup-
tion, as it often is described, is not about 
using technology because technology is 
used everywhere, but rather about dis-
rupting the generally accepted topics by 
merging the “old” with the “newer old” 
and by being critical of what is assumed 
so that deeper, more sustainable learning 
can take place.

Disrupting Assumptions Content 
in EFL Pre-service Training

Overview
By scouring TESOL and IATEFL Interna-
tional Convention sessions and keeping 
an eye on trends in education (e.g. OECD 
2022), three common assumptions have 
been identified (Figure 1). These ideas are 
generally a minor part or not at all part of 
the regular curriculum that the students 
are exposed to in their TEFL training 
though they are frequent topics in con-
ferences and there is research coming 
from general education on any number 
of these assumptions. The selected topics 
are also, at times, seen as urgent – there 
is no need to discuss whether or not to 
have an anti-bias approach to education, 

Assumption Disruptive thought Supportive topics

Local curricula are well-
written and based on the 
CEFR. Locally approved 
coursebooks thus provide 
good guidelines for tea-
ching English and using 
them ensure learners a 
given level upon com-
pletion.

Curricula should be taken 
with a grain of salt and 

coursebooks do not gua-
rantee learner success 
and can even harm a 
teacher’s more different-
iated understanding of 
instruction.

•	 Rethinking the curricu-
lum

•	 Rethinking the local 
curriculum

•	 Using the world around 
us (museum, authentic 
materials, linguistic 
landscapes)

•	 Combining subjects 
(CLIL)

•	 Social Justice and Anti-
Racist Education in ELT

•	 Desirable difficulties

•	 Rethinking strategies

•	 Using tests for learning

•	 Planning with assess-
ment in mind

As coursebooks clearly 
match curricular aims, 
teachers do not need to 
think about the language 
or images presented.

Coursebooks keep tea-
chers from thinking 
through means of helping 
learners reach aims.

Even though assess-
ment should be ongoing, 
there is summative and 
formative assessment 
which should be strictly 
separately.

The world of assessment 
is messy and assessment 
categories can not be so 
easily separated. Teachers 
do not have the luxury 
of enough time for long 
learning and long testing 
situations. Conventional 
tests do not offer means 
of showing students what 
they can do.

Figure 1
Assumptions about language teaching with disruptive thoughts and topics that help to support 
understanding of the disruption.
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this is a basis of all curricula (Grundo-
rientierung) in central-European nations.
Though there are many other assump-
tions and disruptive thoughts that could 
be included, with this project it is hoped 
that future teachers will stray from the 
coursebooks and make better, more in-
formed, choices for their learners. These 
disruptions inject ideas that perhaps will 
take over older ideas, or assumptions. The 
selected examples to follow describe a 
few of the topics presented to pre-service 
teachers in this course.

Example 1: Questioning and rethinking the 
current curriculum 

The rationale behind this topic is to have 
student teachers actually take the time 
look at the local curriculum and compare 
this to the base document (Council of 
Europe 2001) and then also more im-
portantly, to the newer CEFR Companion 
Volume (Council of Europe 2020). The 
issue with national curricula is often that 
they take years to write, and by the time 
they are published, classroom materials 
which are adapted to fit them are out-
dated. In the particular case of English 
in Swiss public schools, there are also 
basic curricular tenets (e.g. an anti-bias 
context, the teaching of personal skills 
(self-reflection, independence, autono-
my), social skills (ability to cooperate, deal 
with conflict and diversity) and method-
ological skills (knowing how to search for 
and present information)) which at times 
get forgotten in subject-specific teaching 
but which should actually override or 
cushion the subject-specific aims. 

What is also important in this section 
is the focus on the Council of Europe’s 
Companion Volume (2020) which is not 
integrated in the regular curriculum but 
should be because it well-supports both 
the basic curricular tenets and is also 
closer to the world of the learners. Fi-
nally, the crystal-clear focus away from 
the ideal of the native speaker is some-
thing that the current curriculum does 
not support, and students should be made 
aware of English as a Lingua Franca in 
much more depth so that learners are 
not corrected according to a specific local 
norm and are exposed to myriad sources 
(see Figure 3). 

Having student teachers consider the 
sources of the curriculum and newer 
definitions provided by experts in the 

Figure 2
Introductory page.

Figure 3
A focus away from native speakerism (presen-
tation found within the content, Buechel 2022).
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Example 2: Questioning words and pictures

The first pages of the local curriculum 
for learners (Lehrplan 21) lays the foun-
dation for the subject-specific standards 
that follow and call for values, contexts, 
and content on all school levels and in 
every school subject that are humani-
tarian and democratic. These curricular 
foundations also refer to freedoms of be-
lief and opinion mentioned in the second 
article in the Zurich Act on Compulsory 
Education. The Companion Volume states 
that language teaching needs “to take into 
consideration differences in behaviours 
(including gestures, tones and attitudes), 
discussing over-generalisations and ste-
reotypes“ (Council of Europe 2020, p. 24).
Yet in many of the compulsory books 
found in Switzerland, materials actually 
support clichés without providing ideas 
for having learners work with or analyze 
them. For example, there are teepees and 
totems, there are insults (“girls can’t do 
that!”), some topics are

Yet in many of the compulsory books 
found in Switzerland, materials actually 
support clichés without providing ideas 
for having learners work with or analyze 
them. For example, there are teepees and 
totems, there are insults (“girls can’t do 
that!”), some topics are presented as “this 
is the way it is in these countries” by for 
example, showing a woman serving a 
crown-wearing man during a traditional 
English Christmas dinner (Arnet-Clark, 
Schmid & Ritter, 2019, 42-43) without 
providing variations for comparisons (e.g. 
through more pictures or a Venn Diagram 
activity) and in many books, there are 
units about food that leave the learners 
with very clear stereotypes about what 
people eat all over the world (see Loder 
Buechel and Lambelet 2021 for exam-
ples).

There is a clear need to steer student 
teachers away from such local materi-
als and to show them alternatives that 
support anti-bias and social-justice ed-
ucation or to train student teachers to 
use alternative materials (such as news-
paper pictures). There is a clear need to 
get student teachers to critically engage 
with cultural [mis]representations (see 
Risager 2022) so they can better contex-
tualize and choose materials with which 
to work. 

field contributes to their learning. They 
realize that the CEFR definitions of levels 
are much more open than they think, and 
this can encourage future teachers to take 
more risks in their teaching with the 
security that they are still respecting the 
core aims. For learners, having teachers 
who do more open projects, who see lan-
guage not as just discrete exercises but as 
mediation in a world swamped in English 
and interacting even when one’s pure lin-
guistic prowess is not Shakespearean is 
possible and empowering. Including this 
topic can disrupt learning because it forc-
es teachers to reconsider whose language 
they are teaching, what content they are 
providing and how they are teaching it 
and to whom they are responsible.

Figure 4
Introductory page - Social justice and anti-bias
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There is a clear need to have student 
teachers think about inclusive language 
(Figure 5), for instance teaching the sin-
gular ‘they’, so they themselves are aware 
of this and can teach it (see Kocaman and 
Selvi 2021). 

Example 3: Questioning tests - using them 
for learning

The coursebooks in Switzerland come 
with unit tests and traditionally, these 
tests are used at the end of a unit. Yet 
what is known about tests and testing 
has not yet reached the practice. There 
are arguments in favor of frequent, small 
tests (see Öncül 2017), there are argu-
ments against vocabulary-translation 
tests (see Loder Buechel 2022), and there 
are ways of using traditionally summa-
tive measures such as tests, formatively, 
and formative measure such as obser-
vations or Classroom Assessment Tech-
niques for reliable data about whether 
a learner has met the aim or not. For 
example, if, in a lesson a child fails a 
test on the past simple tense one day, 
yet the next day you are chitchatting 
and ask what they had for dinner and the 
response is “I had pizza. It was great! My 
grandmother visited us!” then teachers 
do have a bit of an ethical responsibility 
to recognize this mastery. An end-of-unit 
test can be used for other purposes, for 
example as a pre-test at the beginning of 
the unit or by letting the learners decide 
when they feel ready for it.

Rethinking assessment, namely testing, 
can disrupt old patterns of teaching. This 
is the point of this section (Figure 6) – to 
get teachers to think about sustainable 
practices that promote learning. 

Further Examples
There are other topics in this project that 
are not presented here that also help to 
disrupt certain assumptions. For instance, 
the idea that English language learning 
should start with easy contexts and lan-
guage and be made more complex later 
and that learners should not struggle is 
questioned. The role of desirable diffi-
culties (Bjork 1994) such as interleaving, 
spaced rehearsal, practice testing, ques-
tioning “overscaffolding” and the concept 
of “forgetting” in order to remember are 
presented as disruptions. Furthermore, by 
now there is quite a body of literature on 
the role of strategies such as highlighting 

Figure 5
Introductory page on Inclusive Language

Figure 6
Using tests for learning introductory page
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(see Dunlosky et al, 2013) that definitely 
belong in EFL. There is also the world 
of gamification (see Cruz 2019) that can 
be used for lesson planning, not just for 
occasional “fun”. Using the world around 
us for language teaching (see Figure 7) 
is also highlighted. Especially in multi-
lingual Switzerland with its linguistic 
landscapes, use of English in advertising 
and tourism industry, learners are im-
mersed in the language on a daily basis 
and this should not be taken for granted.

Figure 7
Using the world for ELT introductory page

Pilot Evaluation

This content was presented to a group 
of 40 adult, career change pre-service 
teachers in the fall of 2022 and has since 
then been updated and is now available 
to all regular students. It will be available 
to the larger public in 2024.

The students were asked the following 
questions in the 2022 evaluation: 

•	 Were there any topics you found re-
peated with what you learn about 
in other subjects and thus are not 
necessary here, too?

•	 Were there any topics you thought 
should receive MORE development?

•	 As you were going through, did you 
think of any topics you think we 
should pursue in English language 
teacher education?

There was very little criticism of the con-
tent. In fact, the general consensus was, 
in the words of one student, but gen-
erally formulated by others “In general 
many English teachers would very much 
appreciate to have access to the toolbox 
also while working. I don’t know how 
the PHZH would be up for e.g. bringing 
some content to more open systems like 
Notion?” When asked about content they 
thought was missing, there were sugges-
tions for ethics, e.g. the Ethics of Care, 
and humor. While some ideas such as 
desirable difficulties were mentioned as 
being treated in other general education 
courses, the students found the focus in 
English more differentiated and practical 
and a repetition, at this level, beneficial. 
Finally, one student mentioned the idea 
that calling this “thinking outside the 
box” was in fact wrong, that this section 
should be integrated everywhere into the 
basic TEFL content pages. 

Conclusion

Certainly, there are larger “disruptions” to 
education in general that would have an 
impact on English language teaching as 
well. For instance, getting rid of specif-
ic subjects as we know them (Language 
Arts, Foreign Language, Mathematics, PE, 
Music) and turning to whole-school proj-
ect-based learning with timely, teach-
er-interest driven projects, recreating 
public schooling together with businesses 

For example: if, in a lesson a child 
fails a test on the past simple tense 
one day, yet the next day you are 
chitchatting and ask what they had for 
dinner and the response is “I had pizza. 
It was great! My grandmother visited 
us!” then teachers do have a bit of an 
ethical responsibility to recognize this 
mastery.
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in an “entrepreneurial” sort of education 
(imagine first graders working with busi-
ness to learn about selling and market-
ing T-shirts?) or simply including newer 
subjects (e.g. financial literacy, democrat-
ic citizenship, activism, mindfulness, and 
so on) would redefine what is taught and 
how. This would promote perhaps a more 
CLIL approach to English language teach-
ing through activities such as watching 
a video in English about sustainability 
to letter-writing campaigns and perhaps 
encourage a more societal needs-driven 
curriculum. 

There are limitations to what has been 
presented here in that there is so much 
more that could flow into EFL that comes 
from neuroscience, from cognitive psy-
chology, and other fields. Teachers should, 
with their many hats, be asked to keep 
up with some of these developments, and 
this knowledge should flow into schools. 
The selection here was an initial one that 
the author was fascinated by and had 
some experience with, but there are so 
many more points that are taught that 
could be questioned or enhanced, so ma-
ny more assumptions to be questioned! 

What is hoped is that students going 
through this course will embrace these 
ideas and also try them out in other sub-
jects and thus this keeps the joy of learn-
ing and teaching alive in our attempts to 
make education more sustainable for all 
our learners. Questioning assumptions 
and suggesting solutions or alternative 
approaches is beneficial not only for 
students, but for instructors to learn to 
think more critically and question points 
which are sometimes so engrained in our 
mindsets. This project contributes to the 
general conversation about what makes 
good teaching with the full knowledge 
that this is perhaps impossible to define.
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