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The Involvement of Student Teachers in the Development of Language 

Learning Tasks. Lessons from the ETALAGE Project 

Ton Koet 

Graduate School of Child Development and Education 

University of Amsterdam 

a.g.m.koet@uva.nl 

Abstract  

In this paper I report a small experiment about the involvement of student teachers as well as  

experienced professionals in the development of language learning tasks. I argue that involving 

student teachers as well as experienced professionals may yield better results than involving 

experienced professionals only. I also argue that the close cooperation of student teachers, novice 

teachers and experienced language teachers in intergenerational learning groups as well as the close 

cooperation between teacher education institutes (universities) and placement schools may benefit all  

the parties concerned. I suggest that in such cooperation professional development is not a one-way 

top-down process in which the schools and the student and novice teachers are the recipients but a 

two-way interaction from which teacher education institutes and experienced and even expert  

teachers may derive considerable profit.  

Keywords: teacher education, language teaching, learning tasks  
 

 

Introduction and Research Question 

Context 

The context of this experiment was the Regionale Opleidingsschool West-Friesland (ROWF; 

see also http://www.rowf.nl/). In this association of training schools, teacher education 

institutes (universities and universities of applied sciences) work closely together with seven 

schools in the education of student teachers. A characteristic of this cooperation is the use of 

tandems of university based educators (university lecturers) and school based educators 

(often referred to as mentor teachers), who have joint responsibility for the education of 

student teachers. In the ROWF student teachers are given teaching responsibilities from the 

very beginning of their placements. 
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The author is a university based educator, who works closely with the school based 

educators in two schools in the ROWF. The ROWF and the University of Amsterdam are the 

two Netherlands partners in the ETALAGE project.  

The ETALAGE Project 

ETALAGE stands for European Task-based Activities for Language Learning: a good 

practice exchange. It is a Comenius Multilateral project running from 1 December 2009 until 

30 November 2011 (see also http://www.etalageproject.eu/).  

 

The reason for this project was the inability of many language teachers to move away from 

traditional grammar/translation and vocabulary classes towards a more task based approach 

that invites learners to engage in meaningful tasks that are useful to them in daily life as 

opposed to the classroom, many teachers‟ lack of knowledge of the Common European 

Framework of Reference (CEFR) and their reluctance to integrate ICT in their classes (for 

task based language learning, see Ellis 2003; for integration of ICT in language learning, see 

Jager 2009; for the CEFR, see Council of Europe 2001).  

 

We tried to address these three problems during our project, in which the partners collected, 

re-designed and adapted samples of good practice of ICT based language learning tasks for 

the productive skills and the four lowest levels of the CEFR (A1, A2, B1 and B2), which 

samples were subsequently placed in a web-based multilingual repository (for the skills and 

the levels in the CEFR, see Table 1).  
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Table 1. Skills and Levels of the CEFR 

 
Understanding Listening 

 Reading 
Speaking Spoken interaction 

 Spoken production 
Writing Writing 

  
C2 Mastery 
C1 Effective Operational Proficiency 
B2 Vantage 
B1 Threshold 
A2 Waystage 
A1 Breakthrough 

 

The partners then produced eight national in-service teacher training courses in which 

teachers are trained to adapt these samples to their own classroom situation as well as an 

international training course (this latter course was submitted to the Comenius/Grundtvig 

database of courses under the title Effective use of web-based applications in task based 

language teaching, to be delivered in Bruges, Belgium; also see: 

http://ec.europa.eu/education/trainingdatabase/index.cfm). The eight countries involved 

were: the Netherlands, Germany, Greece, Hungary, Italy, Portugal, Turkey and the United 

Kingdom (Scotland). Each country was represented by a tandem consisting of an institute for 

teacher education and a school where student teachers were trained. The project was 

coordinated by the Graduate School of Child Development and Education of the University of 

Amsterdam. The first step in the development was for each tandem to collect, re-design or 

adapt samples of good practice. These samples were tried out and evaluated by end users 

(usually children in the school of the tandem) and, where necessary, adapted. These 

samples were then submitted to independent reviewers, who, on the basis of an evaluation 

sheet, selected the four best samples. The thirty-two samples (four samples selected for 

each of the eight countries) were translated in English. At the moment of writing the 32 

selected samples were prepared for translation in each of the eight languages represented in 

the project, so that by the end of the project there would be a total of 256 samples in the 

web-based multilingual repository. A table with the provisional titles of the 32 English 

versions is found in Table 2. 
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Table 2. List of selected learning tasks 

 
Country Ranking Provisional title in English 

DE 1 Books and Modern Media 

 2 Character stories 

 3 London Sights 

 4 I can do - My hands 

EL 1 Schools Here and There 

 2 Love Through Ages 

 3 London Zoo 

 4 TV Commercials 

IT 1 Dinner invitation 

 2 On a desert island 

 3 Find the treasure 

 4 Tourist promotion website 

HU 1 Introducing a City 

 2 Without Sound 

 3 Stereotypes 

 4 How would you finish the story? 

NL 1 What do you want to be? 

 2 Sell your stuff 

 3 Telling people about your hobbies 

 4 Introduce yourself to your host family 

PT 1 Mapping directions 

 2 Create a blog to promote your city/school 

 3 Whodunit 

 4 Making a Portuguese Gastronomy TV Show 

UK 1 Birthday Party Invite 

 2 Les régions françaises 

 3 Les vacances 

 4 Visit to Paris  

TR 1 Describe your room 

 2 Logbook of a century 

 3 Create a Tourist Brochure 

 4 Your favourite friend 
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Research Question 

Although the ETALAGE project clearly involves in-service teacher education, the NL tandem 

has extended the project to pre-service teacher education. Student teachers were asked to 

try out the learning tasks that had been developed in their classes, which yielded interesting 

results (see Van der Linden and Koet 2011). The setting of the project also provided an 

excellent opportunity to investigate whether student teachers in initial teacher training can be 

relied upon to take their share in the production of language learning tasks. 

 

The hypothesis that was formulated is: 

a pair consisting of experienced professionals is better at producing language learning tasks 

than a pair consisting of an experienced professional and a student teacher.  

Method 

The experiment was carried out at the two schools of the ROWF where the author is the 

university based educator. Both schools are secondary schools that cater for academically 

more able children, who wish to proceed to university education. In school A two experienced 

professionals, teachers of English, one male and one female, designed language learning 

tasks. In school B one female experienced professional (who was also the school based 

teacher educator) working with a female student teacher designed language learning tasks. 

The language learning tasks were put in a format prescribed by the project. 

 

The language learning tasks designed by school A and school B were uploaded in a web 

based digital office together with other language learning tasks produced by Netherlands 

authors that had been selected in the course of the project. An independent reviewer, a 

teacher educator and language teaching specialist from Utrecht University of Applied 

Sciences, who did not know the schools or the teacher or the student teachers, was asked to 

review the language learning tasks and assign them points in accordance with a format 

provided by the project; he was then asked to rank the language learning tasks in such a way 

that only the four language learning tasks with the highest ranking were selected. 

Results and Discussion 

The independent reviewer did not select a single language learning task produced by the 

experienced professionals in school A; the independent reviewer selected one language 

learning tasks produced by the experienced professional and student teacher in school B. 

(The language learning task of school B selected by the independent reviewer is found in 
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Table 3). Therefore the hypothesis that a pair consisting of experienced professionals is 

better at producing language learning tasks than a pair consisting of an experienced 

professional and a student teacher was not supported. Interestingly the results of this 

experiment caused the experienced professionals grave concern, so much so that they 

wanted to expostulate with the independent reviewer, from which course of action they were 

dissuaded by the author. 

 

Table 3. The language learning task produced by school B and selected by the independent 

reviewer 
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Of course it cannot be concluded that the opposite of the hypothesis is true; a pair consisting 

of an experienced professional and a student teacher is not necessarily better at producing 

language learning tasks than a pair consisting of experienced professionals only. The 

evidence presented here is far too anecdotal to infer this.  

 

A number of alternative explanations might be offered. It might be argued that the 

professionals were not well matched; the school based educator may have been a better 

designer of tasks than the other experienced professionals. Also, it might be possible that 

school B may have been a better environment for the development of language learning 

tasks than school A. Finally, the student teacher may have been an exceptionally gifted 

developer of language learning tasks. The author has seen no evidence, however, that this 

was the case and that the alternative solutions offer a better explanation than the benefits of 

involving student teachers. 

 

It would be interesting to repeat this experiment with a larger numbers of pairs consisting of 

experienced professionals only and pairs consisting of one experienced professional and a 

student teacher. 

Conclusion 

Involving student teachers as well as experienced professionals in the development of 

language learning tasks may yield better results than involving experienced professionals 

only. Close cooperation of student teachers, novice teachers and experienced language 

teachers in intergenerational learning groups as well as close cooperation between teacher 

education institutes (universities) and placement schools, may benefit all the parties 

concerned. In such cooperation professional development is not a one-way top-down 

process in which the schools and the student and novice teachers are the recipients but a 

two-way interaction from which teacher education institutes and experienced and even 

expert teachers may derive considerable profit.  
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