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Abstract 

This article relates linguistic risk-taking (LRT) to the context of future language educators. 
LRT refers to language learners stepping beyond their comfort zones by using a target lan-
guage in challenging communicative situations—experiences that can lead to personal 
growth, enjoyment and a sense of accomplishment. While LRT has been recognized as a 
valuable element in language learning, its role among teacher trainees remains underex-
plored. Yet, this group is uniquely positioned to influence LRT in their future classrooms, 
acting as practitioners and role models for their future students. Raising awareness among 
teacher candidates about the educational and emotional benefits of LRT is important. Choo-
sing a participatory approach, a survey of 81 university students training to become English 
teachers was conducted. The results reveal insights into their perceptions and preferences 
of LRT, particularily for tailoring the Canadian LRT initiative to their needs (Slavkov & 
Séror, 2019) within their learning context. 
 
Diese Studie untersucht Linguistic Risk-Taking (LRT) erstmalig im Kontext zukünftiger 
Sprachlehrkräfte. LRT bezeichnet das Verlassen der Komfortzone durch Sprachlernende, 
indem sie die Zielsprache in sprachlich und kommunikativ anspruchsvollen Situationen 
anwenden–Erfahrungen, die zu persönlichem Wachstum, Freude und Erfolgserlebnissen 
führen können. Die Rolle von LRT bei Lehramtsstudierenden ist bislang empirisch kaum 
erforscht. Diese Zielgruppe wird als Vorbild einer positiven LRT-Kultur in ihren zukünftigen 
Klassenzimmern fungieren. Es ist daher wichtig, bei Lehramtsstudierenden ein Bewusst-
sein für die pädagogischen und emotionalen Vorteile von LRT zu schaffen. Im Rahmen eines 
partizipativen Forschungsansatzes wurde eine Umfrage unter Lehramtsstudierenden im 
Fach Englisch (n=81) durchgeführt. Die Ergebnisse liefern Einblicke in ihre Wahrnehmung 
und Präferenzen bzgl. LRT, u.a. auch hinsichtlich der kontextsensiblen Anpassung der ka-
nadischen LRT-Initiative (Slavkov & Séror, 2019) an ihre Bedürfnisse. 
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1. Introduction 

This article explores Linguistic Risk-Taking (LRT) which refers to how learners can de-

rive a sense of pride and enjoyment from using a new language in situations in which 
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they need to step out of their comfort zones to overcome linguistic and communicative 

challenges (Slavkov, 2023a, pp. 38–39). Linguistic risk-taking can promote general well-

being and result in increased learning outcomes (Slavkov, 2023a, pp. 51, 53). However, 

LRT had remained a largely underexplored dimension in applied linguistics and lan-

guage teaching research and practice until it was foregrounded by a Canadian initiative 

within the bilingual context of the University of Ottawa (Slavkov & Séror, 2019). As part 

of this initiative, an LRT Passport and a Linguistic Risk app were developed (Slavkov & 

Séror, 2019; Slavkov, 2023a; Slavkov, 2026). This article presents first results of an ongo-

ing research project that intends to build on an international research collaboration 

with the LRT initiative at the University of Ottawa through the adaptation of the LRT 

initiative including the passport and the app to the context of future language educators 

(university students/teacher trainees) in Germany.  

Fostering linguistic risk-taking is not only about enhancing language skills but 

also about supporting the holistic development of future educators—boosting their for-

eign language confidence and overall well-being. As future teachers, they will eventu-

ally design and implement classroom practices and, by practicing LRT themselves1, 

they will become role models who can demonstrate to their future students that engag-

ing in linguistic risk-taking is a beneficial part of language learning. It is thus worth-

while to explore how future language educatorsʼ LRT practice and their awareness of 

the importance of LRT in language learning will carry over into their teaching practice. 

Future English teachers serve a dual role: most of them as learners of the language and 

all of them as future facilitators of language learning. While exploring and addressing 

this dual role is the overarching aim of our LRT project and initiative, the article and 

pilot study at hand explores prospective language educators in their role as language 

learners regarding their own LRT experience in their learning contexts.  

However, research on LRT among future language educators is limited. An LRT 

initiative for our teacher trainees should be participatory, taking into consideration 

their perspective on LRT within their own language learning journey. To our 

knowledge, no study has elicited the perspective of future foreign language teachers 

regarding LRT. The studies conducted with university students in Ottawa (Slavkov & 

Séror, 2019; Séror & Slavkov, 2019; Slavkov, 2020; Griffiths & Slavkov, 2021; Rhéaume et 

al., 2021; Roodi & Slavkov, 2022; Slavkov, 2023a; Slavkov, 2026) offer valuable insights 

for our research context, yet they focus on a different learning environment as Ottawa 

is a bilingual environment and the L2 (French/English) is used widely on campus and 

beyond. The study by MacDonald and Thompson (2019) needs to be taken into account 

for our research purpose as it focuses on the context of English as a foreign language at 

Kanda University of International Studies in Japan. However, to our knowledge, no 

 
1  Language teachers can for example share their own LRT experiences from outside of the classroom 

with their learners and elaborate on how they felt during those experiences. 
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study so far focuses specifically on participants that are future foreign language educa-

tors. 

To address the research gap in LRT within teacher training programs, we con-

ducted a student survey with future English language educators (n = 81) in Germany. 

The survey elicited the pre-service teachersʼ perspectives regarding their own LRT ex-

perience as well as their views and wishes for the pedagogical guidance an LRT initia-

tive should entail. Our research aims to identify good practices for integrating LRT into 

teacher training curricula in Germany. The goal is to provide evidence-based recom-

mendations for the design of an LRT tool (app/passport) and its pedagogical guidance 

within an LRT initiative, employing a participatory approach in which the stakeholders 

(teacher trainees) themselves play an active role in shaping the initiative. The survey 

results presented in this article constitute a first step towards these research efforts. 

2. Theoretical Background 

2.1 Linguistic Risk-Taking and Foreign Language Confidence 

A linguistic risk is operationalized as an authentic, autonomous communicative act 

where learners are compelled to move beyond their linguistic and cultural comfort 

zones by engaging in the use of the target language (Slavkov & Séror, 2019, p. 254; Grif-

fiths & Slavkov, 2021, p. 129; Slavkov, 2023a, p. 35). All four language skills—reading, 

writing, speaking and listening—entail varying degrees of risk potential, though spoken 

interactions are generally perceived as involving a higher degree of risk (Slavkov & 

Séror, 2019, p. 257; Griffiths & Slavkov, 2021, p. 129). 

Risk-taking requires “a situation where an individual has to make a decision in-

volving choice between alternatives of different desirability; the outcome of the choice 

is uncertain; there is a possibility of failure” (Beebe, 1983, p. 39). Such decisions may 

involve experimenting with unfamiliar or complex linguistic structures or engaging 

with input that exceeds the learnerʼs current level of proficiency (Beebe, 1983, pp. 46–

47, 60). Language learners are exposed to various potential failures, such as producing 

errors, being misunderstood, or experiencing breakdowns in communication. These 

linguistic and communicative setbacks can result in negative judgments based on lan-

guage norms, including perceptions of diminished intelligence or likability, unfavora-

ble comparisons with peers, social discomfort, and, in some cases, perceived threats to 

the learnerʼs identity or self-concept (Beebe, 1983, pp. 44–45, 60; Slavkov, 2023a, p. 33). 

Language learners may be reluctant to make such choices, particularly in situa-

tions that appear to exceed their linguistic competence. As such, LRT inherently encom-

passes elements of anxiety and discomfort (Beebe, 1983, pp. 44–45; Slavkov, 2023a, p. 

33, 38). Nevertheless, engagement in LRT is essential, as it facilitates linguistic problem-

solving and contributes to the development of greater competence and confidence in 

using the target language and interacting with its speakers and communities across var-
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ious linguistic domains. It also enhances language exposure and offers authentic oppor-

tunities for practice (Slavkov & Séror, 2019, pp. 259–260; Griffiths & Slavkov, 2021, pp. 

128–129, 132). Crucially, engaging in LRT can evoke feelings of empowerment, pride, 

enjoyment, and success. This dual nature—encompassing both potential challenges and 

positive affective outcomes—is central to its pedagogical value. The LRT initiative seeks 

to reframe linguistic risks as opportunities for enjoyment and growth, while helping the 

learner to minimize their emphasis on failure and to make failure an acceptable/inher-

ent part of learning (Griffiths & Slavkov, 2021, p. 140; Slavkov, 2023a, p. 38). LRT can 

serve as a tool for raising awareness and managing both practice opportunities and 

emotional experiences in language learning (Slavkov, 2023a, pp. 38–39, 52). For a more 

detailed analysis of the LRT construct that also relates LRT to contributions of authors 

beyond the Canadian research group, please refer to other articles in this issue (e.g., 

Cajka & Vetter, 2026; Schick et al., 2026). 

For our research context, we propose examining LRT by drawing on Liuʼs (2025) 

nuanced model of foreign language2 confidence. To our knowledge, this model has not 

been related to LRT. It addresses many constructs that have been related to LRT, e.g., 

language anxiety3 and integrates many of the constructs that LRT aims to promote. Fur-

thermore, it closely aligns with the intended outcomes we envision for an LRT initiative 

among our target group of future language educators: building perceived competence, 

reducing language anxiety, enhancing language enjoyment, and fostering both linguis-

tic security and a sense of professional ownership. The model comprises three key di-

mensions: foreign language competence, linguistic security and linguistic ownership 

(Fig. 1). Foreign language competence is conceptualized as EFL learnersʼ belief in their 

overall ability to use English effectively for communication and meaning making, ra-

ther than in isolated language skills. Linguistic security pertains to learnersʼ awareness 

of the diverse varieties of English and their comfort in using their own variety within 

both professional and broader communicative settings. Linguistic ownership refers to 

the degree to which learners identify with the English language, take pride in using it, 

and feel a personal connection to it, regardless of their linguistic background (Liu, 2025, 

p. 296). 

 
2  We acknowledge that English is not always a foreign language for future language educators in Ger-

many, but can also be L1, L2, L3 or Lx. This is why we chose to include a question on this in our 
survey (see Fig. 3). 

3  LRT has been related to more well-known constructs like language anxiety and willingness to com-
municate (for further elaboration see e.g., Slavkov & Séror, 2019, pp. 255–257; Sadoughi & Hejazi, 
2024). Exploring them here goes beyond the scope of this article, in which we chose foreign language 
confidence (Liu, 2025) as the theoretical foundation besides LRT. 
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Fig. 1: Foreign language confidence based on Liu (2025, p. 296) 

This conceptualization of foreign language confidence is relevant to our research, be-

cause it frames confidence as both dynamic and developable—qualities that can be 

achieved through LRT. The model views learners as active in the construction of foreign 

language confidence. It reflects both cognitive and affective perspectives on language 

learning and language use—the latter offering potential regarding emotion manage-

ment as part of learnersʼ constructing foreign language confidence. Liuʼs (2025) model 

is context dependent, responding to shifts in perceived proficiency and emotions such 

as anxiety, discomfort or enjoyment and pride. This aligns well with LRTʼs potential 

dual role—not only as an individual experience but also as a pedagogical application 

that aims at showing learnersʼ paths to managing their emotions and to experiencing 

language enjoyment (Slavkov, 2023a, pp. 38–39, 52).  Finally, this model acknowledges 

the diverse sociolinguistic realities of EFL learners and thus to learning and teaching 

English to speakers of other languages (TESOL). Both our future language educators and 

their future students in schools are speakers and learners of English with diverse lin-

guistic backgrounds. 

2.2 The Linguistic Risk-Taking Initiative at the University of Ottawa 

Two tools, the Linguistic Risk-Taking Passport and the Linguistic Risk app, are at the 

heart of the LRT initiative, which was developed for the bilingual French-English uni-

versity campus of the University of Ottawa, Canada (uOttawa). The LRT passport is a 

booklet in the style of a travel passport that lists approximately 80 linguistic risks. Ex-

amples include sending an email to a professor, ordering food on campus or doing a job 

interview in the L2. While it is introduced in university language classes (e.g., Rhéaume 

et al., 2021), its primary purpose is to encourage autonomous engagement with the tar-

get language beyond the classroom walls, as university students independently com-

plete listed or individually proposed risks. Each risk can also be rated for its risk poten-

tial (high/medium/low) in the passport (Slavkov & Séror, 2019, pp. 260–264; Slavkov, 
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2023a, pp. 34–37). The LRT passport has also been launched as a digital app called Lin-

guistic Risk for members of the campus of the University of Ottawa (uOttawa; Slavkov, 

2026), thus incorporating gamification features (e.g., achievement levels, virtual tro-

phies) and digital media into the initiative (Slavkov, 2026). Since most risk-activity takes 

place in real life, the app is not a virtual reality app but rather scaffolds experiential and 

authentic language use and learning. The app allows advanced/in depth sharing of ex-

periences and perspectives by enabling users to rate their anxiety and enjoyment levels 

for completed risks and to comment on them. In addition, it provides automated pro-

gress tracking with individualized graphs and charts (e.g., number of risks taken, risk 

repetition frequency, risks taken sorted by theme or skill), which has the pedagogical 

function of promoting learner autonomy. To ensure ongoing encouragement and en-

gagement, the app allows goal setting (i.e., lets users select risks, due date and set re-

minders), shows trending risks and offers a feature that suggests a random risk.  

Many examples highlight the adaptability potential of the LRT initiative to differ-

ent learning contexts (MacDonald & Thompson, 2019; Cajka et al., 2023; European Cen-

tre for Modern Languages of the Council of Europe, 2025; Slavkov, 2020, p. 64; Slavkov, 

2023a, p. 52; OLBI & LEARN, 2023; SPEAQ & LEARN, 2023). In this regard, our aim is to 

contribute to the field by examining the adaptability of the LRT initiative in the context 

of prospective foreign language educators in Germany. 

2.3 The University of Cologne and the Linguistic Risk-Taking Initiative 

With approximately 46.000 students, the University Cologne is the largest in-person uni-

versity in Germany. The target group for this initiative, teacher trainees, represent the 

largest percentage of students studying in the arts and humanities at the University of 

Cologne. The study at hand was conducted in the Department of English II, where all 

students are preparing for careers as teachers, including special needs, elementary 

school and secondary education. As future educators, these teacher trainees will serve 

as role models who can demonstrate to their future students that engaging in LRT is 

both an important and beneficial part of language learning. This underscores the need 

to foster LRT awareness and practice within this target group. 

All classes in the Department of English II are taught in the target language, yet 

German is dominant both on campus and in the wider community. LRT is therefore of 

particular interest in contexts like Germany, where the prevalence of German can stand 

in the way of authentic communicative situations and may create additional challenges 

for engaging in risk-taking. Beyond the classroom, natural English-speaking environ-

ments and opportunities are scarce, even though there is significant potential in the 

dominance of English in digital media, pop culture and similar domains. In this context, 

LRT can serve as a tool by raising studentsʼ awareness of the existing opportunities for 

practice around them.  

Griffith & Slavkov (2021, p. 129) and Slavkov (2023a, p. 32) emphasize the im-

portance of authentic settings in which the target language is used during LRT. Such 
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settings exist on bilingual campuses such as the one of the University of Ottawa. In Co-

logne, however, a predominantly German-speaking environment, identifying opportu-

nities for authentic LRT outside of the classroom poses more of a challenge for pre-ser-

vice teachers. This challenge would be amplified if all LRT opportunities were required 

to be encounters in which German was not the more convenient option for the speakers. 

Within the University of Cologne, LRT opportunities also arise in the English language 

classrooms, as all English classes are taught in the target language. However, even in 

those classes both teachers and students are usually proficient in German, with German 

as the L1 for many. It is therefore important that English interactions in these classroom 

scenarios are implemented in a way that allows all participants to experience these L2 

interactions as natural and spontaneous through habituation and a positive classroom 

atmosphere. An LRT initiative can contribute to this implementation. When students 

and teachers alike have fewer opportunities for authentic English interactions outside 

the classroom, LRT becomes a critical strategy for ensuring that English is used as a 

living, functional language outside of the classroom beyond it being an academic sub-

ject. For our research purposes, we therefore refine the definition of LRT as follows: 

 

Linguistic risks are autonomous meaningful communicative acts where learners are 

pushed out of their linguistic and cultural comfort zone, both within and beyond the 

language classroom, in settings that require either authentic use of the target language 

in real-life situations or convincingly modeled representations of real-life communica-

tive situations or experiences.  

3. The Study  

3.1 Research Objective and Research Questions 

The present study is embedded in a larger ongoing study on LRT at the University Co-

logne in collaboration with the LRT initiative at the University of Ottawa in which we 

seek to 

- Make the Linguistic Risk app accessible for our students at the University of Co-

logne 

- Develop the LRT initiative for a higher education teacher training program and an 

environment in which English is not spoken widely outside the classroom 

- Implement and validate the LRT initiative in our context 

For the preparatory study at hand, we conducted a student-survey following a partici-

patory approach in designing an LRT initiative and aiming to answer the following re-

search questions: 

RQ1: What are the perspectives on LRT of university students pursuing a career in Eng-

lish language teaching in Germany? 
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RQ2: What are these university studentsʼ perspectives on how they can be pedagogically 

supported in a higher education context to engage with the target language (English) 

through LRT? 

3.2 Methodology 

3.2.1 Research Instrument: Student Survey 

We used a pilot survey as a first step to take into account the student perspective in 

developing an LRT initiative. The survey attempted 

- to capture what they perceive as risky  

- to find out what risks they could imagine engaging in  

- to identify factors that might encourage risk-taking  

- and to learn in what ways the students would like to be supported.  

The survey comprised 24 questions in total. Of these, eight gathered demographic in-

formation. The remaining 16 focused on perspectives on linguistic risks and included 

69 items to be rated on a 6-point Likert scale or ranked in order of preference, along with 

three open-ended questions for more detailed responses. Demographic questions col-

lected background information, e.g., their age, study program or linguistic background 

(years of learning English, other family languages). 

The majority of the questions were Matrix-questions with 6-point Likert scales to 

measure agreement, perceptions (e.g., perceived riskiness), attitudes or behaviors (e.g., 

usage of L2 skills) across multiple items. We chose a 6-point Likert scale to remove the 

neutral midpoint thus encouraging respondents toward expressing either agreement or 

disagreement. Some ranking questions asked respondents to rank items in order of 

preference (e.g., communities in which to reflect on LRT experience). Three questions 

were open-ended for richer insights into potential risks to an LRT tool (passport/app), 

e.g., allowing students to suggest linguistic risks they would like to take in the future. 

The survey was conducted in four bachelorʼs courses and one masterʼs course in 

summer 2024. Participation was voluntary and anonymous. At the beginning of the sur-

vey, students were provided with information about the research project, including 

how the survey data would be used, stored and processed, so that students could indi-

vidually make an informed decision about giving their consent by participating in the 

survey.  

3.2.2 Participants 

Of all participants (n = 82), approximately 80% were female and the median age was 22. 

One participant was excluded from analysis for not completing the demographic ques-

tions, so that the final analysis was based on the answers of 81 participants. 

Within the cohort, 35.8% were studying to be elementary school, 40.7% secondary 

school teachers, and 23.5% special needs education teachers. This distribution closely 
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reflects that of our department overall, where 40% of students are pursuing a degree as 

elementary school teachers (bachelorʼs 27% / masterʼs 13%), 41% a degree as secondary 

school teachers (bachelorʼs 30% / masterʼs 10%) and 19% a degree as special needs teach-

ers (bachelorʼs 12% / masterʼs 7%; University of Cologne, 2023, p. 6). 

91.25% of the survey participants had studied English for more than ten years 

(Fig. 2), with the vast majority learning it as a foreign language rather than acquiring it 

in the family or in early childhood as a first or second language (Fig. 3). In addition, one 

third of the cohort reported having another family language besides German (Fig. 4). 

 

Fig. 2: Years of studying English (percentage) 

 

Fig. 3: Learning context percentage within cohort (percentage) 
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Fig. 4: other family languages besides German (percentage) 

3.3 Results (Descriptive Statistics) 

3.3.1 Survey Items Relating to RQ1 

RQ1: What is the perspective on LRT of university students pursuing a career in English 

language teaching in Germany? 

Many students reported using their receptive skills (listening, reading) almost daily, but 

indicated less frequent use of their productive skills (Fig. 5). The survey did not specify 

whether this referred to use within or outside the university. When asked which skills 

they most wanted to improve in an additional question, over half of the students se-

lected speaking, while 23% chose all skills equally (18% writing / 5% listening / 2% read-

ing comprehension). Based on these findings, we suggest that LRT for teacher trainees 

should prioritize productive skills, especially speaking. 

 

Fig. 5: Frequency of English usage (raw count) 
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We asked participants whether they generally feel comfortable and confident using 

English. The data shows a slight skew to the left, indicating that students feel less at ease 

in academic contexts compared to everyday situations outside the university, where 

they appear more confident and comfortable (Fig. 6). This seems to suggest a need to 

promote LRT within academic contexts, as confidence in these settings is central to de-

veloping their professional identities as future English teachers. This finding may also 

underscore a difference between the Canadian LRT initiative and our German teacher 

trainee context, where LRT in an academic context may play a special role given the 

expectations for professional English proficiency in teaching careers. In the masterʼs 

cohort in particular, we would have liked to see a growth in comfort within an academic 

context over the course of their studies; however, the data does not seem to indicate 

such growth. This finding tentatively suggests that targeted LRT could help address this 

gap and better support students as they prepare to enter their professional careers. 

 

Fig. 6: Comfort of English usage (percentage) 

Building on the general question about overall comfort, another survey item asked 

about studentsʼ level of comfort using English in specific situations and with particular 
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interlocutors (Fig. 7). Once again, the data (overall) suggests that the cohort feels rela-

tively comfortable, with the blue-to-green bars in the graph representing levels of com-

fort and the red-to-yellow bars representing perceived risk. Students reported the great-

est comfort when using English with another person they know who is also studying to 

be an English teacher. By contrast, they felt least comfortable when interacting with 

someone whose English they perceived as better than their own or when required to 

speak in front of a group. These results could point to a potential need to support stu-

dentsʼ foreign language confidence in this regard, as their future profession as English 

teachers will require them to be comfortable speaking in front of different groups and 

to feel confident in their English skills in different contexts. It is possible that social 

desirability might have influenced the overall high levels of reported comfort, since fu-

ture teachers would be expected to feel comfortable using English. Future research with 

rephrased questions may yield clearer insights. At the same time, these responses align 

with other findings from our survey (see e.g., Fig. 12, on preferred communities for dis-

cussing LRT experiences). 

 

Fig. 7: Level of comfort when using English specified (raw count) 

In another survey item, students were asked to rate the extent to which certain factors 

present barriers to using English (Fig. 8). Anxiety stemming from negative experience 

and interacting with native speakers do not appear to constitute major barriers. This 

may be explained by their many years of language study, which may have helped them 

overcome possible past negative experiences. In contrast, the fear of making mistakes, 

limited vocabulary and self-consciousness about pronunciation and accent emerged as 

potential barriers. The survey data suggests a certain degree of insecurity that could be 

addressed in an LRT initiative, because future English teachers are generally expected 

to demonstrate a broad vocabulary and accurate pronunciation in the target language. 

Against this background, engaging in LRT would be of particular importance, as LRT 

experiences can help build a resilient linguistic identity. By continuously challenging 
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themselves to use English despite potential errors or misunderstandings, pre-service 

teachers can learn to view language learning as an evolving process rather than a series 

of failures. 

 

Fig. 8: Barriers to using English (raw count) 

The open-ended questions invited students to suggest linguistic risks they envisioned 

taking. Their responses were categorized by skill (listening, reading, speaking, writing) 

and theme (e.g., academic, off campus) and then subsequently compared to the Cana-

dian LRT passport and app. This process led to the integration of our studentsʼ risk-sug-

gestions into a pilot version of the LRT passport, adapted specifically to our university 

and teacher trainee context in Germany. The passport is freely accessible online and 

included in the appendix of this article (appendix, LRT University of Cologne website). 

3.3.2 Survey Items Relating to RQ2 

We now turn to survey items addressing Research Question 2: What are university stu-

dentsʼ perspectives on how they can be pedagogically supported in a higher education 

context to engage with the target language (English) through LRT? 

One survey question asked students to indicate their level of agreement regarding 

the role of external encouragement as well as opportunities to use English (Fig. 9). Over-

all agreement across all items of this question was high, suggesting both a need for more 

external encouragement to use English and supporting the view that LRT is not self-

driven (Slavkov, 2023b). Notably, students expressed strong agreement with the wish 

for more opportunities to use English (item 5) and the perception that such opportuni-

ties are lacking (item 6), while also admitting that they do not always take advantage of 

existing opportunities (item 1). The responses further indicate that while students gen-

erally seem to desire encouragement and opportunities to use English, their hesitation 

on item 4 (instructors should be more insistent on English being spoken in class) indi-

cates that too much insistence from instructors might be perceived as undue pressure 

rather than support. These findings suggest that the challenge for an LRT initiative is to 
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strike a balance between encouragement and pressure. Taken together, the responses 

underline the importance of well-planned and thought-out pedagogical guidance for 

LRT. 

 

Fig. 9: External encouragement and practice opportunities (raw count) 

Another survey question asked which factors would inspire students to take linguistic 

risks (Fig. 10). We focused on three: access to the app, opportunities to reflect with class-

mates and instructors, and observing role models taking risks. The results suggest that 

students would like access to the Linguistic Risk app and opportunities to discuss LRT 

with classmates and instructors. With respect to role models, peers appear more influ-

ential than external role models such as influencers. 

 

Fig. 10: factors that would inspire taking linguistic risks (raw count) 

Students were furthermore asked to rank settings for discussing their LRT experiences 

from most to least comfortable (Fig. 11). The figure shows the number of students who 

selected each setting as their most comfortable. Only studentsʼ first choice rankings are 

shown in Fig. 11 to highlight their strongest preferences. Subsequent ranks are not dis-
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played. A large majority (74 out of 81 students) prefer informal settings with lower lev-

els of commitment4. Settings that were more formal and required greater commitment 

tended to rank lower in the studentsʼ preferences.  

 

Fig. 11: Number of students who ranked each setting as their most comfortable for discuss-
ing LRT experiences (raw count, n = 81). 

In addition to ranking preferred settings, students were also asked to rank the commu-

nities in which they would most prefer to discuss their LRT experiences (Fig. 12). The 

figure shows the number of students who ranked each community as their most pre-

ferred. Their preferences again point towards familiarity and relatability—primarily 

peers—as well as autonomy, such as choosing group members.  

 

Fig. 12: Number of students who ranked each community as their most preferred for dis-
cussing LRT experiences (raw count, n = 81) 

 
4  The English table is an extracurricular activity offered at our department which takes place over 

coffee in the cafeteria. 
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Students were asked whether they would use a Linguistic Risk-Taking app to improve 

their English skills (Fig. 13). As this was a hypothetical question—since none of the stu-

dents had had access to or been introduced to the Linguistic Risk app—the responses 

should be interpreted with caution. Nevertheless, the majority of students expressed 

some level of agreement, which is a promising result, as it suggests a general interest 

and openness towards the idea of integrating such a tool into an LRT initiative. 

 

Fig. 13: Potential usage of Linguistic Risk app to improve English skills (percentage) 

Another survey item asked about specific app features and whether students would find 

them useful and motivating (Fig. 14). The high levels of agreement regarding regularly 

suggested challenges, different achievement levels, progress tracking, virtual recogni-

tion and rewards, options for collaboration, the option to create a profile as well as an 

appealing interface seem to suggest that their preferences align with the current design 

of the Linguistic Risk app. The ideas of sharing progress on social media and of an avatar 

appear to be the less well received. 

The aim of the question was to elicit initial insights into learnersʼ perceptions of 

key features of the Linguistic Risk app. Future research will be necessary to capture more 

nuanced feedback, once students have direct access to the app and can form impres-

sions based on actual rather than hypothetical use. 
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Fig. 14: Potential motivating features of a Linguistic Risk app 

4. Discussion 

The survey aimed to attempt an answer to the following research questions: 

RQ1: What is the perspective on LRT of university students pursuing a career in English 

language teaching in Germany? 

RQ2: What are these university studentsʼ perspectives on how they can be pedagogically 

supported in a higher education context to engage with the target language (English) 

through LRT? 

 

With regard to the first research question, the results seem to confirm that future lan-

guage educators perceive a lack of opportunities to use English, while concurrently ac-

knowledging that existing opportunities are not fully taken advantage of. This high-

lights the need to raise awareness both of available practice opportunities and of the 

importance of LRT itself. Productive skills and the use of the target language in aca-

demic contexts seem to be perceived as riskier than receptive skills or informal con-

texts. These findings, together with the risks suggested by the students in the open-

ended questions, informed the adaptation of the LRT passport for our university and 

teacher trainee context. The resulting pilot version of the LRT passport for future lan-

guage educators at the Department of English II (appendix, LRT University of Cologne 

website), constitutes a key outcome of this survey.  

With respect to the second research question, the results suggest that most re-

spondents would welcome: 1. access to an LRT app, 2. opportunities to reflect on their 

LRT experience with instructors and peers, and 3. modeling of LRT—especially through 

peers. At the same time, the data reveals a particular challenge for an LRT initiative in 

our university context, namely the need to carefully navigate contradictory needs, 

wishes and preferences: 

On the one hand, students expressed a desire for autonomy and showed hesitance 

toward external insistence on target language use. They tend to prefer settings with low 
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levels of commitment as well as familiar, self-chosen communities for LRT reflection. 

The challenge for an LRT initiative will be to meet these expectations while balancing 

these preferences with the understanding that LRT is not primarily a self-driven process 

(Slavkov, 2023b).  

The results need to be interpreted carefully, as our cohort included more bache-

lorʼs than masterʼs students. Future research could investigate differences in percep-

tions of LRT and support preferences depending on studentsʼ stage of study (bachelorʼs 

vs. masterʼs degree) and could be conducted with larger cohorts. Some survey items 

would benefit from rephrasing to reduce the influence of social desirability bias in the 

respondentsʼ answers, and follow-up questions could allow for more in-depth explora-

tion of key issues (e.g., why students are not taking full advantage of available opportu-

nities to use the target language). A mixed-methods approach could complement the 

largely quantitative data of our survey with qualitative data, e.g., through semi-struc-

tured interviews with a subset of participants. A first step in this direction has already 

been taken by Schulz (2025), whose as-yet unpublished bachelorʼs thesis explored stu-

dentsʼ perspectives through semi-structured interviews (n = 6) revealing interesting in-

sights into their own LRT experience and the extent to which this could carry over into 

their future teaching practice. In terms of establishing and developing an LRT initiative 

at our institution, a study by Rhéaume et al. (2021) provides particularly relevant guid-

ance. It suggests practical ways to incorporate a growth language mindset and goal set-

ting by promoting the ideal L2 self. Building on their findings can serve as a strong foun-

dation for designing an LRT initiative tailored to our institution. 

5. Conclusion 

Our survey offers initial insights into teacher traineesʼ perceptions of LRT and their 

preferences regarding an LRT initiative. It allowed us to adapt the LRT passport to the 

foreign-language learning and teacher-trainee context at our university. This is an im-

portant first step that follow-up studies can build on in implementing and validating an 

LRT initiative both at our institution and in language education programs across the 

world. 

For future educators, embracing linguistic risk-taking models a positive attitude 

toward language use and learning. This not only has the potential to strengthen their 

own language learning and foreign language confidence but can also equip them with 

strategies to encourage similar behaviors in their future classrooms. In this way, the 

benefits of LRT can potentially extend beyond individual learning to teaching practice. 

By discovering language enjoyment and a sense of accomplishment through LRT, fu-

ture language educators can boost both academic and emotional well-being and 

strengthen foreign language confidence. This confidence is advantageous, as it not only 

supports language development but also has the potential to transfer to their profes-

sional lives, better preparing them for their future teaching roles.  
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Appendix:  Linguistic Risk-Taking Passport for Future English Educa-
tors 

(Kim Schick & Natascha Mizelle, Linguistic Risk-Taking Project, Department of English 

II, University of Cologne, Version January 2026) 
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