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 The introduction of foreign language (FL) learning in pre-school education has 
gained increasing attention across Europe and beyond; however, in many contexts 
it remains weakly regulated and largely dependent on local initiatives. In Slovenia, 
FL education is not formally embedded in the national pre-school curriculum, 
placing pre-school leaders in a key position as mediators between policy 
frameworks, parental expectations, and pedagogical practice. Despite their central 
role, empirical research on their perspectives remains limited. This study 
examined pre-school leaders’ views on the organization, implementation, and 
quality of FL teaching in Slovenian pre-schools. A quantitative survey design was 
employed using an online questionnaire completed by 162 pre-school leaders. 
Data were analysed using descriptive statistics and qualitative content analysis of 
open-ended responses. The findings showed that FL provision was present in 
54.9% of pre-schools and was predominantly organised as an optional enrichment 
activity rather than as part of the regular programme. English dominated the 
language offer (82%), and FL teaching was frequently delivered by external 
providers. While leaders evaluated current practices positively, they expressed 
concerns regarding teacher qualifications, formative feedback, and insufficient 
systemic support. Divergent perspectives emerged, ranging from support for the 
daily integration of FLs through play-based activities to reservations related to 
developmental and equity considerations. This study provides original empirical 
insight into pre-school leadership as a critical mediator between policy and 
practice in pre-school FL education. 

Keywords: FL teaching, pre-school, pre-school leadership perspectives, policy 
implementation, teacher qualifications, multilingualism, Slovenia 

INTRODUCTION 

In recent decades, a growing international consensus has emerged on the value of 

introducing foreign language (FL) learning in pre-school education. Across Europe and 
beyond, governments have lowered the starting age of FL instruction in response to 
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increasing sociolinguistic diversity, globalization, and parental expectations (Enever, 
2011; Schwartz, 2022). This trend is reflected in strategic documents such as the 
Council of the European Union's Recommendation on High-Quality Early Childhood 
Education and Care Systems (Council of the EU, 2019), which emphasizes 
multilingualism and encourages "opportunities for early (foreign) language exposure 
and learning through playful activities" (p. 6). Consistent with these developments, 
several countries, including Cyprus, Greece, Spain, and Poland, have gradually 
incorporated FL education into pre-school programs (Mourão, 2021).  

Despite these international developments, pre-school FL education in Slovenia remains 
insufficiently regulated. Within the national kindergarten framework, FL learning has 
not yet been integrated into the core curriculum, and FL provision largely depends on 
local initiatives or parental demand. This situation places pre-school leaders in a 
particularly important position, as they mediate between policy frameworks, parental 
expectations, and pedagogical practice. Their professional judgments influence whether 
FL education is introduced, how it is organized, and under what conditions it is 
sustained. 

Although pre-school FL education has been widely examined from the perspectives of 
children, teachers, and parents, research focusing specifically on pre-school leaders’ 
perspectives remains limited (Nikolov & Mihaljević Djigunović, 2023). This gap is 
particularly noteworthy in light of extensive evidence that educational leadership plays 
a crucial role in shaping institutional quality, pedagogical innovation, and organisational 
coherence. 

Accordingly, this study examines pre-school FL education from three complementary 
perspectives: (1) pedagogical and organizational approaches to pre-school FL learning, 
(2) the role of leadership in mediating FL policy and practice, and (3) empirical 
evidence from the Slovenian context. The study addresses the following research 
questions: 

• What is the current status of FL provision in Slovenian pre-schools? 

• How do pre-school leaders in Slovenia perceive and assess FL teaching in terms of 
its implementation, organization, and effectiveness? 

• What conditions and professional competences are viewed as necessary for 
ensuring the quality and sustainability of FL teaching in pre-school education? 

Theoretical Background and Context 

Foreign Language Education in Pre-schools: Pedagogical, Organizational, and 

Systemic Perspectives  

Early FL education in pre-schools lies at the intersection of several key domains: early 
language learning, educational policy, pedagogical leadership, and organizational 
management. Its effectiveness depends not only on developmentally appropriate 
didactic approaches but also on the broader systemic conditions and leadership 
decisions that shape program goals, content, and implementation. Pre-school leaders 
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hold a particularly influential role, as their pedagogical guidance, evaluative judgments, 
and organizational choices directly affect how FL education is designed, supported, and 
sustained in practice.  

Language Learning in the Pre-school Context  

Research and curriculum frameworks consistently emphasize that FL learning in early 
childhood should be child-centered, experiential, and stress-free (Mourão & Ellis, 2020; 
Nikolov & Mihaljević Djigunović, 2023; Thieme et al., 2021). FL learning is most 
effective when it is embedded in play, daily routines, social interaction, and creative 
domains such as children's literature, music, movement, art, and science, rather than 
taught in isolated lessons.  

Commonly adopted approaches include the integration of FL use into daily routines and 
real-life contexts to encourage spontaneous communication (Mourão & Ellis, 2020; 
Thieme et al., 2021); CLIL-inspired practices linking language development with 
thematic exploration in areas such as mathematics, arts, or science, thereby fostering 
holistic learning through discovery (Brumen et al., 2017; Mourão, 2019); and Project-
Based Learning (PBL), which engages children in authentic, collaborative projects that 
support motivation, vocabulary growth, and literacy (Nikolov & Lugossy, 2022). In 
addition, a wide range of play-based strategies such as Total Physical Response (TPR), 
songs, rhymes, storytelling, and role-play (Elmaghraby & Barakat, 2025), are frequently 
employed to create enjoyable, multisensory learning experiences (Nikolov & Mihaljević 
Djigunović, 2023; Thieme et al., 2021). These approaches create playful and engaging 
environments in which children naturally and confidently encounter and internalize new 
languages.  

Pre-school Leadership at the Intersection of Policy and Practice  

Pre-school leaders operate at the intersection of national policy frameworks, parental 
expectations, and pedagogical practice. They decide which approaches and content are 
developmentally appropriate for very young learners while balancing considerations of 
staff expertise, funding, and organizational capacity. International evidence confirms 
that leadership is a key determinant of quality and innovation in early childhood 
education and care (Little et al., 2022; OECD, 2021).  

National studies further illustrate the constraints faced by leaders in systems that lack 
coherent policy and structural support. For example, Rokita-Jaśkow's (2013) survey of 
Polish kindergarten head teachers found that principals often struggle to reconcile 
plurilingual policy ambitions with local realities, resulting in fee-based provision that 
risks reinforcing educational inequalities.  

Pedagogical Alignment and Practical Challenges  

Although policy frameworks promote pre-school FL learning, implementation often 
conflicts with the developmental principles of very young learners. In many contexts, 
FLs are taught through short, isolated lessons delivered by external teachers (Portiková, 
2015), which are often detached from children's everyday preschool experiences. This 
has led to a fragmented FL provision, involving diverse actors such as pre-school 
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teachers, primary school teachers, private language schools, or even parents 
volunteering their skills (Rokita-Jaśkow, 2013, 2015). Such diversity raises questions 
about teacher qualifications and the quality of pedagogical practice.  

Research warns that inappropriate teaching methods can foster FL anxiety, reduce 
intrinsic motivation, and reinforce inaccurate language models (Barakat et al, 2025; 
Mourão & Ellis, 2020; Nikolov & Mihaljević Djigunović, 2023). Consequently, the 
question of who is best prepared to teach, pre-school educators or specialist FL 
teachers, remains contested and hinges on the competences required for 
developmentally appropriate practice (Lipavic Oštir et al., 2022). Within this context, 
leadership becomes decisive: principals must reconcile parental expectations for visible 
FL outcomes with pedagogical soundness (Ön & Ari, 2024), often under constraints of 
staffing, funding, and facilities. As Rokita-Jaśkow (2013) observes, such compromises 
may exacerbate inequities, particularly when FL instruction is fee-based or reliant on 
rote memorization.  

Evolving Professional Identity and the Need for Support  

These dynamics highlight the increasingly complex role of pre-school leaders in 
ensuring quality and coherence in early FL education. Beyond administrative 
responsibilities, they act as pedagogical leaders who interpret, adapt, and operationalize 
policy within their institutional realities (Sánchez-Rosas, et al., 2023). As Mohamed 
(2021) demonstrates, school leaders' beliefs, confidence, and expertise are crucial in 
shaping whether FL policies are enacted, reinterpreted, or resisted. This shows that 
effective leadership requires not only the willingness to act but also the professional 
knowledge to do so responsibly. Effective leadership in this field relies on instructional 
competence and the ability to foster collaborative and inclusive preschool cultures. To 
meet these demands, pre-school leaders need professional training that develops their 
pedagogical expertise, reflective practice, and critical awareness of how FL policy 
impacts equity and access (OECD, 2021). Without such sustained support, early FL 
education risks reinforcing inequalities rather than promoting plurilingual and inclusive 
goals. 

Leadership Perspectives in Pre-school FL Education  

Despite the central role of pre-school leadership, empirical research has rarely 
addressed pre-school principals' perspectives on FL provision. A recent review of 74 
studies across 25 countries revealed that, while research has extensively focused on the 
perspectives of children, teachers, and parents, leadership viewpoints remain largely 
unexplored (Nikolov & Mihaljević Djigunović, 2023). This gap highlights the need for 
more systematic investigation of how pre-school leaders’ beliefs, professional 
judgments, and institutional responsibilities shape FL education. 

Broader research on educational leadership offers a valuable foundation, with studies 
addressing leadership practices in schools (Leithwood et al., 2020), quality assurance in 
early childhood education (Little et al., 2022), and professional support for teaching 
staff (Brown & McKenzie, 2024). However, systematic attention to the role of pre-
school principals in FL education remains limited. Language barriers in research 
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dissemination may have contributed to this gap, as literature searches often privilege 
English-language publications, potentially overlooking relevant studies published in 
local languages.  

Empirical studies that do address pre-school leadership in early FL contexts highlight its 
decisive influence on program quality and sustainability. Uslu and Çagdas (2017) 
examined the Life-Focused Foreign Language Acquisition Program (LFFLAP) in 
Turkey. They found that principals' active support for play-based, child-centered 
approaches was essential to the program's long-term success.  

By contrast, Rokita-Jaśkow's (2013) large-scale survey of Polish kindergarten head 
teachers (49 public, 14 private) revealed persistent barriers to equitable FL provision. 
Instruction was dominated by English, reflecting global trends but contradicting the 
plurilingual aims outlined in the Council of Europe's Recommendation 7 (2008). Most 
courses were fee-based and initiated in response to parental demand, thereby excluding 
children from low-income families or those with language difficulties. Rural pre-
schools reported lower-quality provision, often relying on memorization, while head 
teachers valued pedagogical skills over linguistic proficiency. Rokita-Jaśkow (2013), 
therefore, called for the integration of FL education into the preschool curriculum and 
the strengthening of teacher education programs to balance linguistic and age-
appropriate pedagogy. 

Across diverse educational contexts, leadership emerges as a mediating force in early 
FL provision. Mohamed (2021) demonstrated, for example, how pre-school leaders in 
the Maldives mediated a national language policy shift from English to Dhivehi as the 
medium of instruction. Their beliefs, interpretations, and professional agency 
determined whether policy was accepted, adapted, or resisted, highlighting how 
leadership bridges macro-level policy frameworks and micro-level educational realities. 

Pre-school leaders emerge as mediators between policy intentions and classroom 
realities, with their expertise and beliefs shaping whether early FL provision thrives or 
fragments. This research gap underscores the need for cross-national perspectives on 
leadership in pre-school FL education. The Slovenian case illustrates how policy and 
leadership intersect in defining both opportunities and constraints for pre-school FL 
provision. 

Foreign Language Education in Slovenian Pre-schools 

Foreign language learning in Slovenian pre-schools currently lacks a formal legal 
foundation. The Kindergarten Act (ZVrt-UPB2, 2005) and the Pre-school Curriculum 
(1999; revised 2025) stipulate Slovenian as the language of pre-school instruction, with 
Hungarian or Italian permitted only in ethnically mixed areas. Although the Pre-school 
Curriculum emphasizes diversity, multilingualism, and interculturality within its 
Language chapter, it does not explicitly include FLs. By contrast, the White Paper on 
Education and Training (Krek et al., 2011, p. 34) recommends that children should have 
the opportunity to begin their first FL in pre-school and continue into the first grade of 
primary school, where it becomes part of the compulsory curriculum. This discrepancy 
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between policy aspirations and binding legislation underscores the absence of a 
coherent framework for pre-school FL provision in Slovenia.  

Empirical data show that FL provision has developed unevenly, mainly at the initiative 
of parents and local institutions. A nationwide study of 166 kindergartens in 2009/10 
found that 63 offered some form of FL instruction (Marjanovič Umek et al., 2011; 
Marjanovič Umek & Fekonja Peklaj, n. d.). The predominant model consisted of fee-
based, post-program courses financed by parents (49.2%). In comparison, integrated 
instruction during regular hours was less frequent (30.2%) and was delivered by either 
specialist FL teachers or pre-school educators holding certified FL proficiency. 
Principals also identified three systemic prerequisites for the practical introduction of 
FLs in pre-schools: (1) continuity between pre-school and primary education, (2) an 
adequate supply of teachers qualified in both FL and early childhood pedagogy, and (3) 
the inclusion of FL methodology in initial pre-school teacher education.  

Several innovation projects have attempted to bridge this gap, although their reach has 
remained limited. The National Network Innovation Project, coordinated by the 
Slovenian National Education Institute, integrated English, German, and French into 
everyday pre-school activities through a CLIL-based approach (Brumen et al., 2017). 
Playful methods, such as songs, movement, and games, proved highly motivating for 
children. Meanwhile, parents expressed strong support, and educators reported 
professional growth through collaboration and reflective practice. However, the project 
was implemented only in selected pre-schools, and its sustainability depended heavily 
on principals' leadership in bridging temporary innovations with long-term practices.  

Today, FLs remain excluded from the core pre-school program (regular hours, 6:00–
16:00). Instead, they are more commonly offered as part of the extended program, 
which includes optional, partly state-funded activities such as swimming, skiing, or 
dance (Kacjan & Šauperl, 2022). These courses are often delivered by external 
providers and financed by parents. Recent studies confirm a shift toward course-based 
after-hours provision (Lipavic Oštir et al., 2022), while integrated approaches within the 
regular program have become rare, occurring mainly in research or pilot projects 
(Brumen et al., 2017). Consequently, pre-school FL education in Slovenia remains 
fragmented, reliant on parental initiative, and vulnerable to inequality (Kacjan & 
Šauperl, 2022).  

At the primary level (ages 6–8), the first cycle stipulates that FLs are taught either by 
class teachers with a degree in primary education or by graduates in FLs with 
pedagogical training. To ensure these teachers are prepared for work with (very) young 
learners, the Faculties of Education have developed one-year, modular in-service 
programs (Brumen & Dagarin Fojkar, 2012). These include modules on FL proficiency, 
early childhood pedagogy and methodology, children's literature, and CLIL, and are 
open to pre-school graduates with a minimum of B2-level proficiency in English or 
German. However, because participation is fee-based and pre-school legislation still 
excludes FLs from the core curriculum, few pre-school teachers choose to enroll, 
leaving a gap between teacher preparation and actual provision.  



 Brumen, Jerot & Bratina       51 

International Journal of Instruction, October 2026 ● Vol.19, No.4 

These policy gaps underscore the need for coherent frameworks that connect curriculum 
development, teacher preparation, and leadership practices. The Slovenian case 
illustrates how weaknesses in policy and teacher education can compromise equity in 
early FL provision, a challenge shared across many educational systems. 

Building on this theoretical and contextual foundation, the present study provides an 
empirical overview of how pre-school leaders in Slovenia perceive FL education and its 
future development. 

METHOD 

This study adopted a quantitative survey design to investigate the provision of FL 
teaching in Slovenian pre-schools. Data were collected through an online questionnaire 
developed by the authors for the purpose of this study, based on a review of relevant 
literature on pre-school FL education (Mourão & Ellis, 2020; Nikolov & Mihaljević 
Djigunović, 2023). The questionnaire was designed to capture key aspects of FL 
provision, organizational arrangements, and leadership perspectives. 

The instrument included several types of questions: categorical items with multiple 
possible responses (e.g., languages offered, modes of FL provision, staff qualifications) 
and closed-ended statements rated on a five-point Likert scale, which measured the 
frequency and perceived effectiveness of FL teaching (from 1 = never used/strongly 
disagree to 5 = very frequently used/strongly agree). In addition, one open-ended 
question invited pre-school leaders to share their views on integrating FL teaching into 
daily pre-school activities, allowing qualitative insights to complement the quantitative 
data. The questionnaire was completed by 162 pre-school leaders (principals or heads of 
public pre-school institutions). Although the sample was not statistically representative, 
it encompassed a substantial share of the national pre-school network and provided a 
broad overview of FL provision across Slovenia. 

Descriptive statistics (frequencies, means, and mean rank comparisons) were applied to 
the quantitative data in order to map prevailing patterns and trends in FL provision. 
Inferential statistical tests were not employed, as the primary aim of the study was 
exploratory and descriptive rather than to test statistically significant relationships 
between variables. Content analysis was used to interpret the open-ended responses. 

Participation was voluntary, with confidentiality and anonymity ensured, and all 
procedures followed the ethical standards for educational research (Code of Ethics and 
Integrity for Researchers at the University of Maribor, 2017). This mixed-methods 
survey design enabled a systematic mapping of FL provision across Slovenian pre-
schools, while providing deeper insights into the pedagogical and organizational 
perspectives of pre-school leaders. 

FINDINGS   

Provision and languages offered 

The survey examined the extent of FL provision in Slovenian pre-schools and the range 
of languages taught. Of the 162 kindergartens included in the sample, 89 (54.9%) 
reported offering FL instruction, while 73 (45.1%) did not. 
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Among the pre-schools that provide FL teaching, English overwhelmingly dominates 
the language offer (82%), followed by German (10%), and Spanish and Italian (4% 
each). The presence of Italian is geographically specific, reflecting its role as the 
language of the local environment in border areas adjoining Italy. 

Modes of implementing FL teaching in Pre-schools 

FL teaching in Slovenian pre-schools is most frequently organized as an additional or 
enrichment activity (65.3%), less often as part of the regular pre-school curriculum 
(19.4%), and only occasionally as a course (6.1%). Project-based approaches were not 
reported, while 9.2% of pre-schools indicated context-specific modes of implementation 
(e.g., one hour per week or instruction delivered exclusively by external providers). 

Table 1  

Modes of implementing FL teaching in Slovenian preschools  
 f f% 

Regular, core activity  19  19.4  

Extended, enrichment, additional activity  64  65.3  
Course  6  6.1  

Project-based work  0  0.0  
Other  9  9.2  

Total  98 100.0  

These findings indicate that FL teaching remains largely optional and enrichment-
oriented, rather than an integral component of the core preschool program. Its limited 
curricular embedding and continued reliance on local initiatives or external instructors 
suggest that FL education is still insufficiently regulated and not yet systematically 
incorporated into the national pre-school framework. 

Pre-school leaders' views on the positioning of FL teaching   

Pre-school leaders, both those from pre-schools already implementing FL teaching (N = 
89) and all leaders in the broader sample (N = 162), were asked how FL teaching should 
be positioned within pre-school education. Table 2 presents a comparison of their 
views.  

Table 2  
Preschool leaders’ views on how FL teaching should be implemented   
Mode of implementing FL teaching   R̄ (Leaders from FL preschools) R̄ (All leaders) 
Enrichment activity   1.85  3.91  

Part of the regular, core programme  1.15  2.70  
Note. A higher mean rank (R̄) indicates more substantial support for a given form of 
implementation. 

Both groups expressed more substantial support for FL teaching as an enrichment 
activity designed to broaden children's experiences, rather than as a compulsory 
component of the core pre-school program. This preference was particularly 
pronounced among leaders from pre-schools that already offer FL teaching. Their 
responses suggest openness to innovation but within the boundaries of the existing legal 
framework, which designates Slovenian as the language of instruction and does not 
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explicitly incorporate FLs into the national pre-school curriculum, despite broader 
curricular aims promoting diversity and multilingualism.   

Perceived effectiveness of current approaches   

As shown in Table 3, pre-school leaders also evaluated the effectiveness of current FL 
teaching practices. Overall, they rated the implemented activities as effective (R̄ = 3.10) 
and acknowledged the role of FL teachers in observing and monitoring children's 
progress (R̄ = 2.78). However, lower mean ranks were reported for providing feedback 
to children (R̄ = 2.13) and, in particular, to parents (R̄ = 1.99). These findings suggest 
that while observation and progress monitoring are relatively well-established, 
systematic formative assessment and communication with children and parents are not 
yet consistently embedded. Strengthening these dimensions through professional 
development and structured feedback mechanisms could enhance the pedagogical 
quality and transparency of FL provision in pre-schools. 

Table 3 
Preschool leaders’ evaluation of the effectiveness of current FL teaching approaches   
Statement  R̄ 
The implemented FL activities in our kindergarten are effective.   3.10  

The FL teacher observes children and monitors their progress.   2.78  

The FL teacher gives children feedback on their progress.   2.13  
The FL teacher gives parents feedback on their child’s progress.   1.99  

Note. A higher mean rank (R̄) indicates stronger agreement.   

Professional qualifications of FL teachers   

As shown in Table 4, the current structure of FL teaching staff is highly heterogeneous. 
Respondents could select multiple options, meaning that individual pre-schools may 
employ teachers from several qualification categories. 

External collaborators (e.g. language schools or private companies) represent the largest 
group (38%), followed by pre-school teachers without formal language certificates but 
with good FL skills (21%), pre-school teachers holding language certificates at the B2 
or C1 level (19%), and formally trained language specialists (14%). This reliance on 
varied individual competences and external provision underscores the need for clear 
qualification standards to ensure consistent quality in pre-school FL teaching. 

Table 4  
Professional qualifications of foreign language teachers in kindergartens   
Qualification category  f  f%  

Preschool teachers with a language certificate (B2 or C1)   19  19.0  
Preschool teachers without a certificate but with good FL skills   21  21.0  

Language specialists with relevant qualifications   14  14.0  

External collaborators (language schools, private companies)   38  38.0  
Other   6  6.0  

Total   98  100.0  

At the same time, all pre-school leaders were asked to indicate what qualifications they 
consider necessary for FL teachers. As presented in Table 5, they expressed the 
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strongest support for requiring additional training for pre-school teachers who wish to 
teach a FL (M = 4.14) and for FL teaching to be delivered by pre-school teachers with 
appropriate language-pedagogical competences (M = 3.95). Support for relying 
exclusively on external specialists was lower, and the least support was given to 
embedding FL-teaching qualifications into initial pre-school teacher education (M = 
3.30). 

Table 5  
Preschool leaders’ views on qualifications required for teaching FLs in preschools  
Statement  R̄ M  

Preschool teachers wishing to teach a FL should be required to complete 
additional training.   

3.10  4.14  

FL teaching should be provided by preschool teachers who have appropriate 
language-pedagogical competences.   

2.78  3.95  

FL teaching should be provided only by qualified external specialists (e.g., 
linguists).   

2.13  3.43  

Preschool teachers should acquire qualifications for teaching a FL during their 
initial training.   

1.99  3.30  

Note. A higher mean rank (𝑅̅) indicates stronger agreement with the statement. M is added to 
indicate the trend in agreement levels as measured by the Likert scale. 

These results indicate a clear preference for building internal capacity among existing 
pre-school staff through targeted in-service training, rather than relying on external 
providers or restructuring initial teacher education. They also highlight a discrepancy 
between current practice, characterized by a strong dependence on external specialists, 
and the preferred direction for future development, which prioritizes strengthening the 
competencies of in-house preschool teachers. 

Factors driving the introduction of FL teaching in pre-schools   

Pre-school leaders identified both internal and external factors motivating the 
introduction of FL teaching. Respondents could select multiple options, allowing them 
to indicate more than one contributing factor. 

The most frequently cited drivers were institutional initiative (36.9%) and parental 
demand (32.4%), followed by the influence of other pre-schools (12.6%), participation 
in public calls or projects (6.3%), and other reasons (11.7%). These findings indicate 
that the implementation of FL teaching in Slovenian pre-schools is primarily locally 
initiated and context-driven, rather than resulting from top-down policy measures. 

Table 6  
Main reasons for introducing FL teaching in preschools  
Reason f  f%  

Parental demand  36  32.4  
Following the practice of other preschools 14  12.6  
Own initiative  41  36.9  
Public calls or projects  7  6.3  
Other  13  11.7  
Total   111  100.0  
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Teaching aids and approaches   

Pre-school leaders were asked to indicate which teaching aids and approaches are most 
frequently used in their FL teaching. The results reveal a strong reliance on traditional, 
child-friendly methods. Visual materials (M = 4.71), songs and rhymes (M = 4.64), and 
play (M = 4.56) are used most frequently, with movement-based activities also ranking 
highly (M = 4.51). These approaches align closely with the developmental needs of 
very young learners, fostering motivation, enjoyment, and memory retention. 

Storytelling is less common (M = 4.35), possibly due to the higher linguistic demands 
and time required for effective implementation. In contrast, digital technologies (M = 
3.38) and theatre or dramatization (M = 3.37) are used relatively rarely, suggesting that 
organizational limitations and insufficient teacher training may hinder their broader use. 
These findings point to a prevailing preference for familiar, play-based strategies, while 
more innovative or resource-intensive methods remain marginal in current pre-school 
FL practice. 

Willingness to continue   

Almost all leaders from pre-schools where FL teaching is already implemented (98.9%) 
expressed their willingness to continue offering it, with only a small proportion of 
respondents (1.1%) indicating reluctance. This near-unanimous support, together with 
the predominantly positive evaluations of effectiveness, reflects a high level of 
satisfaction with current FL practices and highlights the potential to establish FL 
teaching as a stable, long-term component of pre-school education. 

Pre-school leaders' views on integrating FL teaching into daily pre-school 
activities   

The analysis of responses to the open-ended question on the possibility of integrating 
FL teaching into regular pre-school activities revealed a broad spectrum of opinions, 
ranging from strong support for daily inclusion to explicit opposition. It should be noted 
that not all pre-school leaders responded, and the findings therefore reflect only the 
views of those who did. 

The largest group of leaders (N = 34) expressed support for integrating FL teaching into 
children's daily routines, provided it is age-appropriate and implemented by qualified 
staff. These respondents emphasized the natural capacity of very young learners for 
intuitive language learning, particularly through play, songs, and everyday interactions. 
As one leader observed: "Children at pre-school age have an exceptional ability for 
unconscious, intuitive language learning through play, singing, and daily routines." 
Others stressed the importance of professional competences, noting that such 
integration is meaningful only when "carried out by a qualified teacher; the foreign 
language can be integrated daily, e.g., through visual aids such as puppets or FL hats." 
Some also mentioned hybrid models of FL provision, such as the occasional 
involvement of external teachers, European projects, or parents' support.   

A smaller group of leaders (N = 13) favoured FL teaching only as a supplementary or 
enrichment activity, typically limited to weekly sessions or optional afternoon 
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programs. Leaders in this category expressed concern that daily FL instruction might 
overburden children and instead preferred occasional exposure to it. As one explained: 
"Foreign language in pre-school should only be an enrichment activity, like weekly 
classes (1–2 times), enough for children to become familiar with the language 
gradually." Others suggested that such enrichment classes could be offered on a 
voluntary, interest-based basis and financed by parents.   

Another group of leaders (N = 12) emphasized the need to prioritize Slovenian as the 
language of instruction, particularly for children from migrant backgrounds (e.g. FL 
teaching in the morning programme is not meaningful, as many (migrant) children first 
need to learn Slovenian as the language of instruction) or those already experiencing 
language difficulties. They argued that pre-school efforts should first ensure children's 
mastery of Slovenian before introducing an additional FL. For example, one respondent 
noted: "A large share of children already face difficulties with the language; the 
priority should be on improving Slovenian." Another added: "Children must first learn 
their mother tongue well before we add another foreign language." This perspective 
reflects broader concerns about equity and inclusion within linguistically diverse 
preschool populations.   

Finally, a substantial group of leaders (N = 20) rejected the idea of FL integration in 
daily pre-school activities. Their responses reflected three interrelated concerns: child 
development, teacher competencies, and overburdening. Some emphasized 
developmental risks, noting that "It is not meaningful, as there is already too much 
guided work and too little time for free play; OR daily inclusion is too burdensome and 
forced; let the child remain a child." Others pointed to organizational and professional 
barriers, such as insufficiently trained staff: "Pre-school teachers are not adequately 
trained for FL teaching." Additional concerns were raised regarding children's 
workload, with one leader remarking, "Children are already overburdened with various 
projects; foreign language is not necessary." Several respondents also argued that 
children are already exposed to FLs informally through media and family, making 
institutionalized FL teaching less relevant.   

These responses reflect four distinct orientations among pre-school leaders (please see 
Table 7): (1) strong support for daily integration of FLs into pre-school routines, (2) 
support for FLs only as enrichment activities, (3) prioritization of Slovenian as the 
primary language of instruction, and (4) skepticism or rejection of FL teaching in pre-
school. This diversity of perspectives highlights both enthusiasm for early FL learning 
and significant reservations linked to child development, language priorities, and 
professional capacity.  
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Table 7 
Preschool leaders’ views on integrating FL teaching into daily preschool activities 

(open-ended responses)   

Category   Subcategory (main themes)   
Number of 
responses  

Example responses (translated from 
Slovene)   

Support for 
integration into 
daily activities   

Integration into daily 
routines and play; emphasis 
on qualified staff   

34  

“Children at the preschool age have 
an exceptional ability for 
unconscious, intuitive language 
learning through play, singing and 
daily routines.” / “A preschool 
teacher proficient in a FL could 
integrate it into daily routines such 
as counting, weather observation, or 
greetings.”   

Support only as 
an enrichment 
activity   

FL as an optional/occasional 
activity (weekly, 
extracurricular, or fee-
based)   

13  

“FL in preschool should only be an 
enrichment activity, a play, or a 
course.”/ “Everyday seems too 
much. Once or twice a week is 
enough for children to become 
familiar with the language 
gradually.”   

Priority of 
Slovenian as the 
language of 
instruction   

Migrant children need 
Slovenian first; emphasis on 
mother tongue development   

12  

“A large share of children already 
face difficulties with Slovene as their 
mother tongue; the priority should 
be on improving Slovenian”. / “FL 
teaching in the morning programme 
is not meaningful, as many (migrant) 
children first need to learn Slovenian 
as the language of instruction”.   

Sceptical or 
negative views   

Not meaningful at the 
preschool age; concerns 
about overload; lack of 
trained staff   

20  

“Including a FL in regular activities 
is not meaningful, as there is already 
too much guided work and too little 
time for free play.” / “Mandatory 
FL learning in preschool does not 
seem appropriate.”   

Note. The table includes only pre-school leaders who provided an open-ended response; 
not all participants answered this question. The quotes are translated from Slovenian 
responses to the open-ended question on integrating FL teaching into daily preschool 
activities.  

DISCUSSION   

This study examined the status of FL provision in Slovenian pre-schools and explored 
pre-school leaders' perspectives on its implementation, quality, and sustainability. The 
findings reveal that while FL teaching is becoming more widespread, it remains 
structurally fragile and strongly shaped by policy constraints. Over half of pre-schools 
in the sample reported offering FL instruction (54.9%), yet provision is predominantly 
organized as enrichment activities (65.3%), with far fewer settings integrating FLs into 
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the regular program (19.4%) and virtually none adopting project-based approaches. This 
cautious yet pragmatic orientation reflects the legal and curricular framework (ZVrt-
UPB2, 2005), which designates Slovenian as the sole language of instruction and does 
not formally include FLs in the national pre-school curriculum. Consequently, most 
initiatives arise from local or parental demand and depend on leaders' willingness to 
support innovation, mirroring international evidence that early FL education often 
develops "from the margins" rather than through systematic policy design (Keydeniers 
et al., 2021; Nikolov & Mihaljević Djigunović, 2023; Rokita-Jaśkow, 2013).  

The language offer is overwhelmingly dominated by English (82%), with limited 
provision in German, Spanish, and regionally specific Italian along the border. This 
pattern aligns with EU-wide trends where English predominates in early schooling 
(Eurostat, 2025) but contrasts with European multilingualism objectives promoting 
exposure to a broader range of languages from the earliest years (Council of the EU, 
2019; European Commission, 2023a, 2024b). Similar concerns about linguistic 
homogeneity have been reported across Europe (Rokita-Jaśkow, 2013; Rokita-Jaśkow 
& Ellis, 2019; Nikolov & Mihaljević Djigunović, 2023). Addressing this imbalance 
requires policy measures that diversify language options and strengthen pre-school 
teacher preparation for multilingual education, which remains underdeveloped within 
Slovenian pre-school programs. 

Pre-school leaders generally rated existing FL practices as effective and recognized the 
role of teachers in monitoring children's progress; however, they reported weaker 
engagement in providing formative feedback to children and parents. International 
research underscores that early FL learning is most beneficial when embedded in play-
based routines and accompanied by formative, dialogic feedback that actively involves 
both learners and families (Thieme et al., 2021; Zhang et al., 2024). Strengthening 
formative assessment literacy could therefore enhance pedagogical quality and the 
educational value of FL teaching in pre-school contexts. 

The professional profile of FL teachers in Slovenian pre-schools remains highly 
heterogeneous, characterized by a firm reliance on external providers and limited formal 
preparation among pre-school staff. Nevertheless, pre-school leaders expressed a clear 
preference for strengthening internal capacity through targeted in-service training rather 
than outsourcing provision. Among pre-schools that already offer FL instruction, the 
near-unanimous willingness to continue such programs (98.9%) demonstrates 
satisfaction with current practice and a strong commitment to establishing FL education 
as a stable element of early childhood provision. This combination of high commitment 
and limited professional infrastructure aligns with international trends, where teachers' 
linguistic competences, pedagogical beliefs, and reflective practice are recognized as 
crucial for the successful implementation of multilingual education (Butler, 2019; 
Nikolov & Lugossy, 2022; Portiková, 2015). 

In Slovenia, one-year modular in-service programs were designed to develop pre-school 
teachers' FL and early-years pedagogical competences (Brumen & Dagarin Fojkar, 
2012). However, participation remains low because these courses are fee-based, and 
FLs are excluded from the national pre-school curriculum. This gap between pre-school 
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teacher preparation and actual FL provision risks perpetuating uneven quality and 
dependence on external collaborators. Addressing it requires publicly funded 
professional development and curricular recognition of FL learning to build sustainable 
internal expertise. The Slovenian case thus exemplifies a broader challenge: translating 
local enthusiasm and leadership commitment into coherent, well-resourced systems that 
empower educators as key agents of early multilingual education (Butler, 2019; Mourão 
& Ellis, 2020). 

Echoing Mohamed's (2021) findings, the Slovenian results also indicate that pre-school 
leaders interpret and operationalize FL education policies within their institutional 
contexts, often compensating for the lack of national coordination. Their adaptive 
leadership fosters innovation and local responsiveness but also exposes disparities in 
expertise. Embedding leadership development and language education guidance within 
national professional frameworks could therefore enhance coherence, reduce 
fragmentation, and ensure that pre-school FL learning promotes educational quality and 
inclusion. 

Open-ended responses further illustrate the diversity of leadership perspectives on 
integrating FLs into pre-school routines. Some leaders strongly support daily integration 
through play, songs, and everyday interaction, an approach consistent with international 
research promoting naturalistic, child-centered learning (Mourão & Ellis, 2020; Thieme 
et al., 2021). Others prefer optional enrichment activities, citing concerns about 
developmental overload and reduced opportunities for free play, a tension also observed 
in contexts where early FL instruction becomes overly formal or academic (Garton & 
Copland, 2019; Nikolov & Mihaljević Djigunović, 2023). A smaller group prioritizes 
Slovenian as the primary language of instruction, particularly for children from migrant 
or linguistically diverse backgrounds, reflecting broader European debates on equity 
and inclusion (OECD, 2021; European Commission, 2023a). Finally, skeptical 
responses underscore the persistent shortage of qualified staff and institutional capacity, 
challenges shared by other systems where policy ambitions outpace professional 
infrastructure (Portiková, 2015; Butler, 2019). 

Two policy priorities emerge from these findings. First, capacity building can be 
achieved through accessible, accredited in-service pathways that integrate FL 
proficiency development with early-years pedagogy, CLIL-inspired approaches, and 
formative assessment practices that engage children and families (Council of the EU, 
2019; OECD, 2021). Second, preschool curricular anchoring with flexibility, gradually 
embedding play-based FL exposure and multilingual awareness within the national 
preschool framework, while allowing for local adaptation (Mourão & Ellis, 2020; 
Rokita-Jaśkow & Ellis, 2019). Advancing these priorities would bridge the gap between 
practice and policy, ensuring that early FL education in Slovenia evolves from a locally 
driven enrichment activity into a sustainable, equitable, and professionally grounded 
component of early childhood education aligned with international goals of quality, 
inclusion, and linguistic diversity. 
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LIMITATIONS  

Although the sample covered a substantial share of the national pre-school network (N 
= 162), participation was voluntary and the sample was not statistically representative. 
The findings should therefore be interpreted as indicative rather than statistically 
conclusive. 

Moreover, as the study is based on pre-school leaders’ perceptions and employs a cross-
sectional survey design, it does not allow for the examination of causal relationships 
between leadership beliefs and pedagogical practices. In addition, the quantitative 
analysis relied primarily on descriptive statistics and did not include inferential tests, 
which limits the examination of statistically significant relationships between variables. 
Future research should employ representative sampling and include additional data 
sources, such as classroom observations and perspectives of other stakeholders, to 
provide a more comprehensive understanding of pre-school FL education. 

CONCLUSION  

The Slovenian case reflects a broader international pattern: pre-school FL teaching 
often emerges from local initiatives driven by parental demand, committed 
practitioners, and supportive leadership, yet remains weakly regulated at the systemic 
level. Similar dynamics have been observed elsewhere (Rokita-Jaśkow, 2013, 2015; 
Mohamed, 2021; Schwartz, 2022). Addressing these challenges requires national pre-
school frameworks that ensure equitable access and developmentally appropriate 
practice, as education systems strive to balance multilingualism, inclusion, and quality 
in early childhood. Slovenia thus exemplifies the global challenge of transforming 
pioneering, locally driven initiatives into sustainable policy-supported models that 
integrate professional FL capacity building, pre-school curricular coherence, and child-
centered pedagogy.  
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