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Preface

ALENKA LIPOVEC, JANJA TEKAVC

The constant social changes we have been witnessing nowadays require rapid,
professional, and high-quality reflections in the field of education. Quality teaching
contributes to improved society’s development and plays a critical role in fostering

significant and meaningful student learning.

The scientific monograph Perspectives on Teacher Education and Development
presents a comprehensive, detailed, in-depth, and holistic view of teacher education.
It contains 38 research papers which are organized into eight different capters based
on their main research area. The papers were written by several authors from
Slovenia, Croatia, Slovakia, the Czech Republic, Germany, Turkey, Finland, and
USA. The monograph offers research-based reflections on how to promote lifelong
learning and the development of the competencies needed to meet the current and
future challenges by improving and promoting pedagogical staff education. It is
primarily aimed at researchers, university teachers, representatives of school policy,
teachers, preschool educators, and everyone who is concerned about education and

learning.

Research papers offer a wide-ranging contribution to the research-informed
improvement of teacher education, which show how information and ideas drawn

from research in education can be applied to daily teaching and learning. The
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contributors offer insights into trends and innovations in the field of teacher
education and reflect on the history of reforms and current climates in teacher
education. The researched areas include modern didactic and pedagogic strategies,
digital transformation of education, changes in education related to the pandemic,
inclusivity in education, educational policies, curriculum aspects of teacher
education, and teachers’ personal and professional development. Therefore, the
monograph Perspectives on Teacher Education and Development contributes new

information and insights to this evolving but vital area of research.
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1 Introduction

Since 2000, when positive psychology was recognized as a new domain in
psychology (Seligman & Csikszentmihalyi, 2000), there has been a growing body of
scientific research on the factors that contribute to living a fulfilling life. Research in
positive psychology focuses on the study of three main topics: positive subjective
expetiences (e.g., happiness, joy), positive individual traits (e.g., optimism, kindness),
and positive institutions that facilitate positive experiences and positive traits (e.g.,
schools, educational institutions, families) (Seligman & Csikszentmihalyi, 2000).
Positive psychologists recognized the need for providing a common language for
understanding what is good in people, so the classification was developed as a
parallel framework to medical classifications of diseases or mental disorders, which
have already provided a common language to discuss mental disorders (Park et al.,

2006).

One of the largest projects in the field of positive psychology was therefore the
development of the VIA Classification of character strengths and virtues (Peterson
& Seligman, 2004). Character strengths are defined as positive personality traits that
are morally valuable (Peterson & Seligman, 2004) and constitute a “good character”,
which is necessary for individuals and societies to thrive (Park et al., 2006). In the
VIA Classification, there are six core virtues, which have been globally and
historically recognized as positive and desired, therefore they are considered to be
universal in time and place; these are Wisdom and Knowledge, Courage, Humanity,
Justice, Temperance, and Transcendence. Following from these six higher-order
virtues, 24 ubiquitously-recognized character strengths are organized as follows
(Peterson & Seligman, 2004):

—  Wisdom and Knowledge: Creativity, Curiosity, Judgment, Love of learning,
Perspective

—  Courage: Bravery, Perseverance, Honesty, Zest

—  Humanity: Love, Kindness, Social Intelligence

—  Justice: Teamwork, Fairness, Leadership

—  Temperance: Forgiveness, Modesty, Prudence, Self-regulation

—  Transcendence: Appreciation of beauty and excellence, Gratitude, Hope,
Humour, Spirituality
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Research on character strengths focuses on character strengths in the general
population (e.g.; McGrath, 2015b; Park et al., 2000), children and adolescents (e.g.,
Park, 2004; Park & Peterson, 20006), specific populations, such as pre-service or in-
service teachers (e.g., Gradisek, 2012; Gustems & Calderon 2014; Haslip &
Donaldson, 2021), the assessment of character strengths (e.g., Peterson et al., 2004;
Ruch et al., 2020), the empirical hierarchical structure of the VIA Classification (e.g.,
Brdar & Kashdan, 2010; McGrath, 2015a; Shryack et al., 2010), character strengths
at work (e.g., Harzer & Ruch, 2012; Littman-Ovadia & Lavy, 2016; Peterson & Park,
2000), and character strengths interventions (e.g., Niemiec, 2018; Proyer et al., 2015;
Ruch et al., 2020).

The present study focuses on the importance of the identification and promotion of
character strengths of first-year student teachers, who are at the beginning of their
professional development. Researchers agree that the development of a professional
identity is an important component within the process of learning to become a
teacher (Friesen & Besley, 2013). The author of present paper agrees with Korthagen
(2004) that teachers’ personal and professional selves are in interaction, and
therefore argues that in the process of developing a professional identity as teachers,
the personal identity of student teachers must also be emphasized and promoted. In
the beginning of student teachers’ process of professional development, emphasis
should be put on (student) teachers as persons, and character strengths represent an
important part of one’s personality. In a study of teacher identity development,
Friesen & Besley (2013) found that greater personal identity (and social identity) of
student teachers resulted in increased professional teacher identity. These results
mean that “those [student teachers] who have a well-formed sense of personal
identity are more likely to be ready to begin the process of forming a professional
identity” (Friesen & Besley, 2013, p. 30).

There has been much research on character strength interventions, which explored
life and work outcomes (Niemiec, 2018). Research shows both internal (e.g.,
happiness and life satisfaction) and external (e.g., higher educational attainment)
associations with the development of character strengths (Weber et al., 2016). The
use of character strengths can help individuals to fulfil their potential and achieve
their goals, leading to positive outcomes, including achievements and well-being
(Linley & Harrington, 2006). Niemiec (2013) proposed the Aware-Explore-Apply
(A-E-A) model to describe how strengths-based approaches lead to positive
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outcomes: (1) Aware: individuals build up knowledge of their strengths; (2) Explore:
they explore how their character strengths relate to valued outcomes in their past
and current experiences; (3) Apply: they use their character strengths in their everyday
lives. In the higher education context, this gives students opportunities to apply their
strengths in the processes of learning, intellectual development, and personal
excellence (Louis, 2011).

Knowledge about the VIA classification and the positive outcomes of character
strengths’ use is a good starting point for self-reflection in first-year student teachers.
Through the (guided) process of identification of their character strengths they can
become more aware of the positive aspects of their personalities and consider them
in the light of their emerging teacher identities and professional development. It is
important that student teachers are aware of their character strengths, especially of
their signature strengths — those that they own, celebrate, frequently use, and feel
tulfilled and excited when using (Peterson & Seligman, 2004). The process of
character strengths’ identification and exploration must be carried out in an
appropriate, non-judgmental and positively-oriented atmosphere, with respect to
students’ integrity. The reflection process within the identification and exploration
of student teachers’ character/signature strengths is evoked during a workshop, but
it can continue to be reflected in their thoughts and actions in their private and

professional lives.
11 Aims of the Study

The aims of the present mixed-methods study were (1) to assess student teachers’
character strengths, (2) to identify students’ character strengths during the workshop
and direct their thoughts onto the possible use of their strengths in their professional
development, (3) to collect and qualitatively analyse students’ written reflections

about the role of their character strengths in their professional development.
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2 Method
2.1 Participants

The participants of the study were 130 first-year students from various study
programs at the University of Ljubljana, Faculty of Education: preschool education
(n=59), social pedagogy (7 = 25), special and rehabilitation pedagogy (# = 29), and
speech and language therapy and surdopedagogy (7 = 17). There were only two male
students in the sample, which reflects the typical gender structure in Slovenian
educational study programs. The average age of the participants was 19.51 years (§D
= 0.60).

2.2 Instruments
The participants completed two questionnaires.
Character strengths

The Values in Action Inventory of Strengths (VIA-IS; Peterson et al., 2004) was
used to measure students’ character strengths. The questionnaire consisted of 240
items (10 items per character strength). The character strengths were assessed on a
5-point Likert scale (from 1 — not at all like me to 5 — completely like me). Example
items are “I enjoy being kind to others” (Kindness), “I am always willing to take
risks to establish a relationship” (Love), “I always admit when I am wrong”
(Fairness), “I never quit a task before it is done” (Perseverance), “I work at my very
best when I am a group member” (Teamwork). Research shows good internal
reliability of the scales, test-retest reliability, and validity (Park et al., 2006; Ruch et
al,, 2010). In our sample, reliability coefficients ranged from .63 (Self-regulation) to
.87 (Creativity). In the research a Slovenian translation (Gradisek, 2014) of the VIA-

IS was used.
Character strengths and professional development

The participants were asked three open-ended questions to collect their insights into

how their character strengths can contribute to their professional development:
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1. Which character strengths could help you in your future work with children?
Which character strengths would you like to develop to become a good
teacher/pedagoguer

2.2 Procedure

The students participated in a workshop on character strengths as a part of their
coursework at the university. The study took place during the third wave of the
COVID-19 pandemic in March 2021, therefore, the study-related activities
(workshop and completing the questionnaires) were carried out in an online form.
Prior to the workshop, the participants completed the VIA-IS questionnaire. During
the 90-minute online workshop, the students (1) were introduced to the theory on
character strengths and the VIA classification, (2) identified their most typical
character strengths and (3) reflected on their results with a special focus on the role
of character strengths in their professional development. After the workshop, they

were asked to answer the open-ended questions. The data were considered

anonymously.
3 Results
31 Student Teachers’ Character Strengths

The descriptive statistics of the students’ character strengths are presented in Table
1. The students showed the highest scores on the character strengths of Fairness,
Kindness, Teamwork, Leadership, Gratitude, Love, Honesty, Humour, and
Appreciation of beauty, where the mean scores were above M = 4.0. The lowest-
rated character strengths were Spirituality, Bravery, Self-regulation, and Love of

learning; however, all the scores were above M = 3.0.

Table 1: Descriptive statistics from the VIA-IS questionnaire

Character strengths M SD
Fairness 4.32 0.44
Kindness 4.29 0.40
Teamwork 4.18 0.45
Leadership 4.17 0.45
Gratitude 4.17 0.50
Love 4.14 0.51
Honesty 4.08 0.44
Humour 4.07 0.55
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Strengths in Their Professional Development 1
Character strengths M SD
Appreciation of beauty 4.05 0.51
Curiosity 3.96 0.53
Zest 3.92 0.56
Judgment 3.91 0.49
Modesty 3.81 0.60
Hope 3.80 0.64
Perseverance 3.79 0.60
Social intelligence 3.77 0.50
Creativity 3.75 0.65
Perspective 3.73 0.47
Forgiveness 3.72 0.56
Prudence 3.67 0.53
Spitituality 3.58 0.84
Bravery 3.54 0.53
Self-regulation 3.51 0.51
Love of learning 3.37 0.62

3.2 Character Strengths and Students’ Future Work with Children

Table 2 shows the results of a qualitative analysis of the students’ responses on
character strengths that could help in working with children in the future. The
participating students could list several character strengths; on average, they listed
4.41 character strengths per person.

Table 2: Frequency distribution of the character strengths that could help students in their

future work with children, according to their responses

Character strengths f Character strengths f

Kindness 80 Zest 16
Fairness 62 Appreciation of beauty 15
Love 56 Hope 13
Teamwork 43 Judgement 10
Humour 42 Love of learning 9
Leadership 34 Self-regulation 7
Creativity 32 Forgiveness 7
Perseverance 28 Prudence 7
Honesty 26 Perspective 7
Social intelligence 22 Spirituality 7
Gratitude 22 Modesty 5
Curiosity 20 Bravery 3
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The most frequently mentioned character strength was Kindness. The students
recognized Kindness as “a basis for good relationships and well-being of children”, moreover,
they stressed that “a &ind and positive environment is the most enconraging for children”. They
would use their Kindness “% make students feel relaxed around [them[”, and “fo take care
of then?”. In their opinion, Kindness is important when working with children because
“children need someone kind to belp them” — “a loving and kind person to talk to, who they can
trust with their problems”. According to the students, if teachers are kind, “hildren respond
better and are more active”. Several responses described the intertwined role of Kindness
and Love, which was the third most frequently mentioned character strength
regarding the students’ future pedagogical work (Tuble 2). For example, “Love and
Kindness are important for children to feel loved by teachers, to feel that someone cares about them,
belps them, understands then and wants the best for them”. The students also noted that in
using Kindness and Love, “we can constructively solve problems, understand each other better,
respect each other and listen to each other”. 'The students recognized Love as “a basis for good
relationships” and stressed its importance for teachers: “Without Love, one cannot (or
should not) be a teacher”.

Fairness was the second most frequently mentioned character strength that the
students thought could help in their future work with children. “You must be fair when
working with children. All of them must have equal opportunities”. They highlighted the role
of teachers as role models: “If we will be fair, children will learn how to be fair”; “Preschool

children don’t yet understand what fairness is, therefore we must show it to them with onr actions”.

The students recognized Teamwork for teachers as a “prerequisite for quality work with
people” and they stressed its importance for teachers: “Tn our profession, we will work
together with a child, his or ber parents, and our colleagues. We will all share a common goal — the
welfare of the child.” Leadership is a character strength that is associated with
Teamwork. The students noted that they could use their Leadership to “assure that
every member of a group feels included and to strive toward building positive relationships.” They
recognized the role of Leadership in “baving authority in a classroom” and “to be able to

listen to every child and to consider the children’s needs”.

The students also recognized the importance of Humour (“I# s hard to work with people
if you don’t use a bit of humonr. I only remember teachers who made ns laugh and used humonr
during their teaching.”) and Creativity for teachers (“Creativity is my strongest character
strength. 1t is important, becanse it helps me to present things differently to children, and I stimunlate
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them to use their imagination and to not be limited.”). The students were aware that they

“must never give up on children” (Perseverance).

3.3 Character Strengths That the Students Would Like to Develop
Further

The student teachers were asked what character strengths they would like to develop
further in order to become good teachers/pedagogues. Table 3 shows the frequencies
of character strengths that they listed in their answers. The students could list several
character strengths in their response; they listed in average 2.41 character strengths

per student.

Table 3: Frequency distribution of character strengths that students would like to develop
further, according to their responses

Creativity 37 Fairness 9
Perseverance 34 Honesty 8
Courage 33 Teamwork 8
Self-regulation 27 Love 8
Hope 18 Forgiveness 8
Social intelligence 17 Kindness 7
Zest 16 Gratitude 6
Love of learning 15 Prudence 5
Judgement 14 Perspective 3
Leadership 13 Appreciation of beauty 3
Humour 10 Spirituality 3
Curiosity 9 Modesty 2

The most frequently mentioned character strength that the students would like to
develop further was Creativity. The students recognized the importance of creativity
in their future work with children: “I will #ry to think outside the box, do more activities that
require creativity. 1 will allow myself to be more creative and will not set boundaries for myself.
Creativity should be promoted and not hindered.” In addition, they recognized the need for
intentionally developing their creativity, in order to “have new and original ideas, which
[they] sometimes lack”; some students even noticed ‘@ skight decline in [their] creativity over

the last few years, probably because of the educational system”.
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Perseverance was the second most frequently mentioned character strength, which
the students wished to develop further. One of the students wrote: “I am not a
disciplined person, but I wounld like to become one. Perseverance, discipline and organization would
be beneficial for me. When 1 don’t reach my goals, 1 feel disappointed. This negatively affects my
self-esteens and prevents me from setting new, more challenging goals.” They recognized the need
for developing their perseverance because “/they] don’t want to give up on children’s
problems if they become challenging and also [they] want to persist with their ideas and not give
up”.

More Courage could help students to “dare 2o try some new pedagogical activities, methods
or approaches”, to “stand behind [their] actions and not be afraid of every change that occurs’.
They believed that “7 is important for [them] to dare to make a change, react in a certain
situation”. The importance of reacting appropriately was also recognized in relation
to Self-regulation: “Inz our profession, you can find yourself in an unplanned situation and nust
be capable of reacting suitably.”; ““I hardly control my emotions and I must learn this. It's important
to show emotions properly when working with children.”

Developing the strength of Hope could help students “to become more positively-
oriented and more focused on the future”. One student wrote that “expecting the best
and working with specific goals give meaning to [her] profession”. According to students’
responses, their Social Intelligence needed further development because students
and teachers “wust understand the grounds of certain bebavionrs in children instead of interpreting

them in the wrong way and therefore reacting inappropriately”.
Comparison of the Results

Finally, the ranks of character strengths were compared and analysed, which were
assessed in three different ways: (1) the students’ results on character strengths,
measured by the VIA-IS survey; (2) character strengths that the students’ could use
in their future work with children, according to their responses; (3) character
strengths that the students would like to develop in order to become good

teachers/pedagogues, according to their responses.

Table 4 shows the comparison of the character strengths’ ranks.
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Table 4: Comparison of ranks of character strengths according to the VIA-IS survey and the
students’ responses (the strengths they could use in their future work and the strengths they
would like to develop further)

Strengths for Strengths to
VIA-IS (rank) future w%)rk (rank) develo;g; (rank)
Fairness 1 2 13
Kindness 2 1 18
Teamwork 3 4 14
Leadership 4 6 10
Gratitude 4 10 19
Love 6 3 14
Honesty 7 9 14
Humour 8 5 11
Appreciation of beauty 9 14 21
Curiosity 10 12 12
Zest 11 13 7
Judgment 12 16 9
Modesty 13 23 24
Hope 14 15 5
Perseverance 15 8 2
Social intelligence 16 10 6
Creativity 17 7 1
Perspective 18 18 21
Forgiveness 19 18 14
Prudence 20 18 20
Spirituality 21 18 21
Bravery 22 24 3
Self-regulation 23 18 4
Love of learning 24 17 8

Note: Some of the character strengths have tied ranks, such as Leadership and Gratitude in the VIA-IS column.

The character strengths that were more typical for student teachers, according to the
results of the VIA-IS, were recognized to a higher extent as strengths that students
could use in their future work (e.g., Fairness and Kindness, which were ranked first
and second in both cases). The student teachers would like to develop the character
strengths that were not very typical for them, such as Creativity, which was ranked
17%h in the VIA-IS and first regarding the wish for developing it, as well as
Perseverance, which was ranked 15% in the VIA-IS and second regarding its

development.
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4 Discussion

The professional development of student teachers begins when they enter
educational universities and begin the teacher education study programs. In the
process of the professional development of teachers, we must pay close attention to
the formation of the (student) teachers’ professional identities because, among other
factors, professional identity determines the way teachers teach (Beijaard et al.,
2004). Professional identity formation is a complex process, which includes the
interpretation and re-interpretation of experiences and is influenced by factors, such
as personal history, social interactions and psychological and cultural factors
(Lamote & Engels, 2010). A teacher as a person is so strongly interwoven with how
they act as a professional that their professional identity cannot be separated from
their personal identity (Lamote & Engels, 2010). Therefore, exploring the personal
identities of future teachers can be a beneficial pathway towards building their
professional identities. Character strengths reflect our personal identity (Niemiec,
2018), so the process of identifying character strengths can be a useful strategy for
student teachers to start exploring and shaping their professional development as

(future) teachers at the beginning of their teacher education.

In the study, the participants assessed their character strengths on the VIA-IS survey.
The student teachers in our sample had the highest scores on Fairness, Kindness,
Teamwork, Leadership, Gratitude and Love (Table 7). These results are similar to
other studies on student teachers (Gradisek, 2012; Gustems & Calderon 2014) and
reflect the strengths that are important for teachers in order to be able to establish

positive relationships with students and colleagues.

Besides the perceptions on who they are as a (student) teacher, another important
aspect of a teacher’s professional identity includes the kind of teacher they want to
be (Lamote & Engels; 2010). Therefore, after having been introduced to the VIA
classification, the theory about character strengths, and their practical implications
during the online workshop, the participating student teachers were invited to reflect
on their character strengths in the light of their future work with children as teachers
or pedagogues. Interestingly, similar strengths (as measured with the VIA-IS) were
reported by the student teachers in their responses to open-ended questions. The
students wrote that they would mostly use their Kindness, Love, Fairness,

Teamwork and/or Humour in their future work with children (Table 2). It is very
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positive that the student teachers in their first year of teacher education were able to
reflect on their most typical character strengths and recognize the benefits of using
them in their future work. It is important that the student teachers, as early as at the
beginning of their professional development, are aware of and understand that it is
of great importance for teachers to be kind, loving, fair and humorous in their
interactions with students and to know how to work well in teams. “Teachers’ work is
easter, if it is based on kind and loving relationships, intertwined with humonr,” was one of the
student’s responses. Another student described the importance of Kindness and
Love: ‘T would use the strengths of Kindness and Love in my work with children. If we are loving
to children, they will love us back. I believe that onr good deeds return one day. Personally, 1 feel
good when I help someone, make someone’s day with a smile, say Hello in a polite manner or wish
someone to have a nice day. In my opinion, it is crucial that we raise children to be kind and good-
bearted individuals.” Other character strengths were also recognized as being
important. Among others, one student stressed the importance of Creativity and
Curiosity, however, the teacher’s role in modelling character strengths is also implicit
in her response: “Creativity and Curiosity are two wonderful character strengths that children
have, but often disappear with growing up. These two character strengths help me to be able to listen

to a person without judgement and to seek new solutions.”

Originating from the premise that character strengths can be developed (Niemiec,
2018; Peterson & Seligman, 2004), the student teachers were asked which character
strengths they would like to develop further in order to become good teachers or
pedagogues. In their answers, the most frequently mentioned character strengths
were Creativity, Perseverance, Courage, Self-regulation, Hope, Social Intelligence,
and Zest. It is interesting to note that they listed those strengths which had lower
scores in the VIA-IS survey but were found to be important in the teaching
profession. The participants stressed the importance of Creativity for teachers to
have new, creative and interesting ideas for children, Perseverance for not giving up
in difficult situations, Courage for daring to try new teaching methods or to stand
behind their actions, and Self-regulation for being able to control their emotions and

responses in challenging situations in a classroom.

The student teachers’ reflections on their character strengths in relation to their
future work as teachers/pedagogues proved an interesting strategy for developing
teacher identity. A professional (teacher) identity is strongly connected to the student

teacher’s personal identity, as a part of their professional development. The students
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recognized the importance of several character strengths that are important for
teachers. On the one hand, they were able to reflect on which of the character
strengths that they already possessed could be used in their work, and also which
character strengths would they need (or wish) to develop further to become good
teachers. The author of present paper agrees with Lamote & Engels (2010) that
student teachers should be stimulated to build on their emerging professional

identities from the beginning of their professional development.

One of the main areas of research in positive psychology are positive institutions
(Seligman & Cziksentmihalyi, 2000). Higher education institutions, especially
educational faculties, should be(come) positive institutions, in which the
development of student teachers’ positive traits — character strengths — should be
promoted, and experiencing the positive emotions of both student teachers and their
teachers should be enabled. First-year student teachers are aware that they need to
develop some of their character strengths to become good teachers, such as
Creativity, Perseverance, Courage, and Self-regulation, and the university teachers
should be able to support them in this process. Student teachers should learn in a
supportive context, in which their character strengths will be recognized and
promoted, their potentials fulfilled, and in which their professional (teacher)
identities will be supported and developed from the beginning of their professional

development as first-year student teachers.

The limitations of the study are linked to the method used in the study. The cross-
sectional design of the study allowed us to observe the character strengths of one
generation of student teachers, however, a longitudinal design would allow us to
observe possible changes in their character strengths during their following years of
study. Also, the possible changes in their perceptions regarding character strengths
use and development in relation to their future work in the following years would
be interesting to observe. Another possible limitation was the use of the self-report
measure because of the risk of socially more desired responses. In future, it would
be interesting to collect a larger sample of students from various educational study
programs to compare their character strengths and their reflections regarding the

identification and promotion of their character strengths.
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1 Introduction

The transition from secondary to higher education, one’s university years, and
entering the job market represent an important developmental phase in the life of a
young adult in which they are confronted with many requirements as well as
challenges across different areas of their life. From a developmental perspective, the
age group of young adult students (aged 18-24) has been described as “emerging
adulthood”, which represents a transitional developmental stage between late
adolescence and adulthood (Arnett, 2004). This transition requires developing skills
for maintaining the independence and self-sufficiency a person gains through
adolescence, and for managing new tasks with regard to developing and maintaining
intimate relationships, new educational tasks, and career choices. Failure to
accomplish these developmental tasks may result in life dissatisfaction (Newman &
Newman, 2008). As such, the developmental stage of “emerging adulthood” is
considered stress-arousing and anxiety-provoking (Meadows et al., 2000).

During their university years, students try to gather the knowledge, skills, and
practical experiences that would allow them a more successful entry into the job
market. Preparing for their future profession is often connected with experiencing
stress and anxiety, which can decrease their sense of subjective well-being and life
satisfaction (Tsitsas et al., 2019). However, personal characteristics like personality
traits and mindset can act as moderators in this process. To determine the purposes
of this study, the authors will briefly introduce the constructs of (career) anxiety, life

satisfaction, and fixed mindset.

11 Career Anxiety

Anxiety is defined as a negative emotional state in response to an uncertain threat
(Rachman, 2013). Anxiety disorders are the most prevalent mental disorders.
According to large population-based surveys, up to 33.7% of the population are
affected by an anxiety disorder during their lifetime (Bandelow & Michaelis, 2015).
Unlike in human species history, wherein a threat was commonly connected with
life-threatening events, one of the biggest concerns people have nowadays is having
a decent life in the future. This mostly relies on finding a good job that fulfils their
needs (Takil & Sari, 2021). Therefore, one of the biggest sources of anxiety today is

career anxiety.
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Career anxiety can be defined as negative emotions experienced before or during
various stages of the career decision-making process and job performance (Fouad,
2007). While a certain amount of anxiety can help individuals prepare for career-
related tasks, an overwhelming amount of anxiety is no longer beneficial. Most
university students report experiencing some amount of career-related anxiety,
especially in their senior year before they graduate and enter a competitive job
market (Gallagher, 1992). However, regardless of developmental stage, individuals
often experience anxiety about their career paths (Shin & Lee, 2019).

Research suggests that teacher students are at particular risk of experiencing career
anxiety compared to other professions (Daniels et al., 2006). The reasons that make
them more susceptible to career anxiety are mostly connected with their perceived
lack of competence, financial issues, and the relatively low prestigious status of being
a teacher (Daniels et al., 2006; Su, 1997). Especially in transition periods, such as the
first year in the study program and the beginning of their teaching career, teacher
students may experience anxiety and a decrease in their sense of control (Daniels et
al., 2000). Past studies show that anxiety has large and negative effects on teacher
students’ competence and career certainty (Daniels et al., 2006). Student teachers
who experience high levels of anxiety tend to perceive their capacities for effectively
filling their professional roles as being significantly lower. Also, they express less

confidence in their decision to become professional teachers.

Having an anxious personality trait may be associated with the inefficient use of
attentional resources. However, although anxiety is defined as a negative emotional
state, it is not necessarily harmful to the organism. Anxious feelings typically arise in
response to an anticipated threat; thus, they can help the organism to be prepared in
advance (Eysenck, 2013). When the threat is real and likely to be harmful, anxiety
may indeed help one to be prepared to cope with the source of the threat. This latter
case may be the situation with prospective teachers. Teacher students must deal with
many obstacles in order to have a decent job and life, such as competitive exams
that they need to pass after graduation, financial problems (low salary), issues relating
to job prestige, etc. (Daniels et al. 2006; Su, 1997). Hence, to be able to come to grips
with these “career threats”, being concerned about them in advance and preparing
accordingly can be a good strategy to successfully develop their career. Therefore,
feeling anxious is not necessarily a maladaptive phase for teacher students. In their

case, the “threat” value of the situation (i.e., not being able to find a job) that they
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are experiencing is realistically high. In this case, devoting cognitive and attentional
resources to career-related concerns can be seen as productive and beneficial (Takil
& Sari, 2021).

1.2 Life Satisfaction

How an individual evaluates their life is defined in psychology as an individual’s
subjective well-being. A component of this multidimensional construct of subjective
well-being is life satisfaction. It is defined as a person’s conscious, cognitive, and
affective evaluation of life quality (Bradley et al., 2014). Pavot and Diener (2008)
describe it as “a judgemental process, in which individuals assess the quality of their

lives on the basis of their own unique criteria (p. 164)”.

Higher levels of life satisfaction have been associated with several positive
psychological and physical benefits, e.g., lower levels of depression, improved
physical health, as well as more effective responses to stressful life events (for a
review, see Bradley et al., 2014). People with higher life satisfaction tend to respond
more effectively to stressful life events, since life satisfaction mediates changes in
adaptive coping with stress (Gilman & Barry, 2003). It is therefore not surprising
that many authors (e.g., Diener, 2000) relate life satisfaction closely to positive
mental health. In this essence, assessment of life satisfaction is considered to be one
of the most important indicators of an individual’s mental health (Huebner &
Gilman, 2002).

Studies in which researchers assessed individuals’ life satisfaction report that people
are generally satisfied with their lives. However, certain variables, such as gender,
socio-economic status, and self-esteem seem to be important factors in relation to
life satisfaction (for a review, see Moksnes & Espnes, 2013), as well as complex
cultural, personality, and environmental relationships (Diener et al., 1999). Research
suggests that life satisfaction is determined to a considerable extent by personality

traits and one’s level of self-acceptance (Diener et al., 2003).

Over the past decade, academic interest in life satisfaction among young adults has
increased (see Huebner et al., 2004 for a review). Most studies (e.g., Kruczek &
Janicka, 2019) report on the average level of young adults’ satisfaction with their
lives, however, differences among individuals seem to exist. Considering the ever-

changing world with increasingly complicated life situations and, in particular, one’s
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university years, in which students constantly think about their future professional
careers, it is, therefore, important to understand the characteristics of young adults’

satisfaction with life as well as how it is connected to other psychological constructs.
1.3 Fixed Mindset

To orient themselves more easily within their social environment, individuals rely on
guiding cognitions, which help them interpret and respond to social interactions and
experiences. These cognitions can be more or less accurate and serve as more or less
adaptive in times of adversity (Beck, 2002; Starr & Davila, 2012; Stuijfzand et al.,
2018). Since the transition to university and later the transition to the job market
represent a time of challenges for a young petson, these guiding conditions can play
an important role in how effectively they will face these adversities and adapt to the

situation.

A type of guiding condition that received increased attention within the past decade
is implicit theories or mindsets (for a review, see Schleider et al., 2015). Mindsets
represent a person’s core beliefs about the plasticity of their self-attributes, such as
personality and intelligence (Molden & Dweck, 2006). These beliefs lie along a
continuum ranging from the growth mindset or incremental theory to the fixed
mindset or entity theory (Schroder et al., 2019). People with a growth mindset, in
general, perceive their personal traits as inherently malleable and therefore
changeable through learning and effort. On the other hand, people with a fixed
mindset view their personal traits as fixed and therefore unchangeable through effort
(Molden & Dweck, 20006). Individuals with more of a growth mindset tend to
attribute failures to a lack of effort. Their motivation seems to be a never-ending
development of their mastery; therefore, they view themselves as a work in progress
(Schroeder et al., 2015). On the contrary, individuals with more of a fixed mindset
tend to attribute failure to a lack of ability. Rather than developing mastery of the
task, they are motivated by outperforming others, and view their abilities as fixed
(Schroeder et al., 2015).

Studies report on several psychological outcomes when a person displays either a
growth or a fixed mindset. In general, a growth mindset has been related to several
positive outcomes for individuals, such as more adaptive coping with stress and

faster recovery after experiencing setbacks (for a review, see Mullarkey & Schleider,



26 PERSPECTIVES ON TEACHER EDUCATION AND DEVELOPMENT

2020). Also, a growth mindset is negatively correlated with psychopathology
(Schleider et al., 2015) and negative effects (Burnette et al., 2013). A fixed mindset,
on the other hand, correlates with and predicts higher levels of depression and
anxiety in young people and adults (for a review, see Schleider & Schroder, 2018)
and is in general perceived as a possible cognitive vulnerability factor for these
internalizing problems (Alloy et al., 2017, Miranda & Mennin, 2007). However, the
degree to which a fixed mindset independently explains variance in these problems
remains unclear. This is mostly because a fixed mindset correlates with other
cognitive risk factors for internalizing problems, e.g., perfectionism (Mullarkey &
Schleider, 2020). Also, research shows that a fixed mindset in students does not
predict low self-confidence, meaning that students can have a fixed mindset and high

confidence for learning accounting (Beatson et al., 2019).
The Present Study

Previous research has shown that students in various study programs experience
career anxiety in their final year of study, owing to fear of academic failure and lack
of employment opportunities (Hammad, 2016; Karayagiz, 2020). Although it is well
known that increasing anxiety in college students is associated with lower levels of
subjective well-being and life satisfaction (e.g., Paschali & Tsitsas, 2010; Tsitsas et
al., 2019), much less research examined the moderating role of certain individual
characteristics (e.g., mindset) in the relationship between students’ career anxiety and
life satisfaction. The present study explores the degree and direction of the
relationship between fixed mindset, trait anxiety, career anxiety, and life satisfaction.
In addition, the relationship between these constructs and students’ beliefs and
confidence in obtaining employment was examined. For a more in-depth
understanding of the relationships between these variables, the authors hypothesized
that a fixed mindset would moderate the indirect effects of career anxiety on life
satisfaction. The above hypothesis is presented in the conceptual model shown in

Figure 1.
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Fixed mindset

Career anxiety Life satisfaction

Figure 1: A conceptual model of a simple moderation.

Source: own
2 Method
2.1 Participants

The present study is based on a sample of 192 participants (men = 9, women = 183).
All participants were in the 3rd or 4th year of the first study cycle (69.8%) or in the
1st year of the second study cycle (29.7%) in two different educational disciplines
(i.e., Preschool Education and Elementary Education) at three pedagogical faculties
in Slovenia. The mean age of the sample was 23.93 years (SD = 4.24).

2.2 Instruments

The Implicit Theories of Intelligence (Self-Theory) scale (De Castella & Byrne,
2015) assesses students’ general beliefs about the stability or variability of their
intelligence, that is, their beliefs about their ability to modify their mental abilities.
The questionnaire contained eight items divided into two subscales: The Entity Self
Beliefs subscale (e.g., “My intelligence is something about me that I personally
cannot change very much.”) and the Incremental Self Beliefs subscale (e.g., “With
enough time and effort I think I could significantly improve my intelligence level.”).
Using the 6-point scale (1 — strongly disagree, 6 — strongly agree), participants
indicated the extent to which they agreed or disagreed with the statements. Previous
studies have reported Cronbach’s alpha coefficients of .90 (De Castella & Byrne,
2015) and .95 (Polh Budja & Kosir, 2019). Internal consistency was acceptable in
our sample, i.c., .81 for the Entity Self Beliefs subscale and .91 for the Incremental
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Self Beliefs subscale. For the purpose of our study only the Entity Self Beliefs

subscale was used.

Career Anxiety items (Daniels et al, 2011). Students’ career anxiety was assessed
with nine items, including “How worried or concerned are you about finding out
later that you do not like the career you choose?” and “How worried or concerned
are you about not being able to find a job or position in the field you choose?”.
Participants answered the items on a 5-point scale (1 — not worried, 5 — very worried)
with a higher score indicating greater levels of career anxiety. The items used were
not yet adapted to the Slovenian cultural and linguistic environment. The reliability
coefficient obtained for our data is .88.

The Satisfaction with Life scale (SWLS; Diener et al., 1985). As one of the two
major components of subjective well-being, this scale is narrowly focused on
measuring overall life satisfaction and does not refer to similar constructs, such as
positive affect and loneliness. It represents the evaluative or cognitive component
of life satisfaction. The scale score can be described as an individual’s global
assessment of their quality of life according to their personal criteria. The SWLS
includes five items (e.g., “In most ways my life is close to my ideal.”’) to which
participants respond on a 7-point scale (1 — strongly disagree, 7 — strongly agree).
The resulting scale score for an individual is the sum of the individual item scores
with a possible range of 5 to 35. The results of the SWLS can be interpreted in terms
of both absolute and relative life satisfaction. A score of 20 represents the neutral
point on the scale (i.e., the participant is equally satistied and dissatisfied), while
scores between 5 and 9 represent extreme dissatisfaction and scores between 31 and
35 represent extreme satisfaction (Pavot & Diener, 1993). The SWLS has been
shown to be a valid and reliable measure of life satisfaction (Cronbach’s alpha
coefficient of .87; Diener et al, 1985). The internal reliability coefficient for our
sample is .86.

State-Trait Anxiety Inventory — X2 (STAI-X2; Spielberger et al., 1983). The STAI-
X2 is one of the most common measures of anxiety as a personality trait, that is, the
tendency to react anxiously in most situations, as opposed to the STAI-X1, which
measures anxiety as a current state. The STAI-X2 consists of 20 statements (e.g., 1
have problems that accumulate so that I cannot cope with them.”). All items are

rated on a 4-point scale (1 — almost never, 2 — sometimes, 3 — often, and 4 — almost
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always). The range of possible scores for STAI-X2 varies from a minimum score of
20 to a maximum score of 80. A high score indicates the presence of high levels of
anxiety. Internal consistency coefficients for the original scale have ranged from .86
to .95 (Spielberger et al., 1983). The reliability coefficient obtained for our data is
92.

Demographic information. Before completing the questionnaires, the participants
provided information on their gender and age, faculty and study program, reasons
for choosing a particular study program, and level of belief and confidence in
obtaining employment in the profession for which they were being trained. The
belief in obtaining employment was assessed by the participants on a 5-point scale
(1 — I do not believe that I will obtain regular employment, 5 — I absolutely believe
that I will obtain regular employment), as well as confidence (I do not trust that I
will obtain regular employment, 5 — I absolutely trust that I will obtain regular

employment).
2.3 Procedure

Preparations for the study took place in February 2021. The application of the
questionnaires was carried out in March 2021. The participants completed the
questionnaires in an online form created using the 1KA application. An online
version of the questionnaires was sent to participants during online lectures or
classes, or a link was posted on the Moodle learning platform. The participants
completed the questionnaires in approximately ten minutes. The information
collected was kept confidential and used only for the purposes for which it had been

provided. The students were not compensated for their participation.
2.4 Data Analysis

Data analyses were conducted using IBM SPSS 27.0. The descriptive analysis was
performed to obtain a preliminary description of the sample. Pearson’s correlation
coefficient was calculated to find the correlation between the scores of the Career
anxiety scale, The Implicit Theories of Intelligence (Self-Theory) scale, and the
Satisfaction with Life scale. Then, based on our hypothesis, the moderation model
was examined using the SPSS PROCESS macro v3.5 software (Hayes, 2013). In
PROCESS, Model 1 was applied for simple moderation, with career anxiety as an
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independent variable and life satisfaction as a dependent variable. The covariate (i.e.,
a variable that explains part of the variability in the outcome) of trait anxiety was
also included in the model. Two values of the fixed mindset were defined — low fixed
mindset (one standard deviation below the mean) and high fixed mindset (one

standard deviation above the mean) — to test for significant moderating effects.
3 Results
3.1 Descriptive Statistics and Intercorrelations

Table 1. Descriptive statistics and intercorrelations for the study variables

Variables M SD 1 2 3 4 5
1. Belief 3.45 1.04 -

2. Confidence 341 1.09 72 -

3. CA 20.96 7.42 -.32% -.35" =

4. F-MIN 2.22 0.88 .00 .00 29 -

5. SWLS 23.84 6.08 27 27 -37 -26™ -
6. STAI-X2 38.91 9.93 -.30% -.29" 53 31 -.53"

Note. N = 192. Belief: belief in obtaining regular employment; Confidence: confidence in obtaining
regular employment; CA: the average career anxiety score; F-MIN: the average fixed mindset score (the
Entity Self Beliefs subscale); SWLS: the average life satisfaction score; STAI-X2: the average trait
anxiety score. * p <.05; ™ p < .01.

3.2 Moderation Analysis

Consistent with the aim of the present study, the moderating role of a fixed mindset
in the relationship between career anxiety and life satisfaction were further explored.
The results of the moderation analysis are presented in Table 2. For life satisfaction,
the overall model was statistically significant, R = .561, F (4, 187) = 21.439, p <.001.
Career anxiety and fixed mindset were predictive of life satisfaction, as was STAI,
with the significance of STAI as a covariate meaning that there were differences in
mean life satisfaction scores between students with low and high trait anxiety.
Consistent with our prediction, there was a significant interaction effect between

career anxiety and fixed mindset in predicting life satisfaction (see Table 2).
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Table 2. The linear model of predictors of life satisfaction

b SE B t P
Constant 42.58 [36.90, 48.20] 2.877 14.80 <.01
Career anxiety (centred) -34 [-.61, -.67] 137 -2.46 <.05
Fixed mindset (centred) -2.98 [-5.39, -.57] 1.223 -2.44 <.05
Fixed mindset x Career anxiety 11 1.00, .22] 054 2.04 <.05
STAI-X2 (covariate) -.26 [-.35, -.18] 045 -5.98 <.01

Note. R2= 31.

To interpret the moderation effect, the simple slopes were examined. The results
showed the following: (1) when fixed mindset is low, there is a significant negative
relationship between career anxiety and satisfaction with life, 4 = —.190, 95% CI
[—.344, —.035], 1= —2.42, p = .016; (2) at the mean value of fixed mindset, there is
a non-significant negative relationship between career anxiety and satisfaction with
life, b = —.093, 95% CI [—.210, —.242], t = —1.56 , p = .120; (3) when fixed mindset
is high, there is a non-significant positive relationship between career anxiety and
satisfaction with life, » = —.005, 95% CI [—.141, —.150], # = .06 , p = .951. These
results tell us that students with a higher fixed mindset reported lower life
satisfaction than students with an average score and students with a lower fixed
mindset. As career anxiety increases, students’ life satisfaction with a higher or
average fixed mindset does not change significantly, while the life satisfaction of

students with a lower fixed mindset decreases. The simple slope graph is shown in

Figure 2.
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Figure 2: Simple regression slopes for moderation analysis

Source: own.
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4 Discussion

This study was conducted to investigate the level of fixed mindset, trait anxiety,
career anxiety, and life satisfaction among teacher students, as well as to explore the
relationship between all these constructs, especially the moderator role of a fixed
mindset in the relationship between career anxiety and life satisfaction. Considering
the latter, the authors predicted that a fixed mindset would moderate the indirect

effects of career anxiety on life satisfaction.

The findings of this study show that the majority of teacher students appear to be
satisfied with their lives. Most of the participants in this study reported being slightly
satisfied or satisfied with their lives, which confirms previous findings (for a review,
see Moksnes & Espnes, 2013), stating that most people are in general satisfied with
their lives. Since the life satisfaction of young adults is an important factor that
influences their subjective well-being and mental health, it is important to examine
the factors that impact their life satisfaction. Previous research shows that the self-
efficacy of young adults significantly predicts their life satisfaction (Cakar, 2012) and
that life satisfaction was related to optimism and positive thinking (Caprara & Steca,
2006). Our findings confirm this, since teacher students who hold higher beliefs and
confidence in obtaining regular employment were found to be more satisfied with
their lives as well as reported experiencing lower levels of both trait and career
anxiety. It seems that in the final years of their studies, which relate to their upcoming
entrance into the job market, making occupational decisions, becoming independent
from their family, etc., their trust and self-confidence in their abilities to succeed in

tinding a job as a teacher contribute to their satisfaction with life.

Besides being more self-confident and holding more optimistic beliefs about their
future occupation, our research findings suggest that students with higher life
satisfaction could, in general, be characterized as holding a more adaptive mindset
about the plasticity of their self-attributes. The results of this study show that teacher
students who are more satisfied with their life experience hold more of a growth
mindset and experience less trait anxiety and career anxiety. This is in line with
previous findings, indicating that a growth mindset relates to better mental health
(Schleider et al., 2015) and fewer negative effects (Burnette et al., 2013). Similarly, a
positive correlation in our study was found between trait anxiety, career anxiety, and

fixed mindset, suggesting that students with fixed mindsets experience higher levels
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of trait anxiety and career anxiety. This confirms the notion that having a
predominantly fixed mindset can be a possible risk factor for several internalizing
problems, such as anxiety and depression (e.g., Alloy et al., 2016; Miranda & Mennin,
2007). It seems, therefore, that teacher students who tend to attribute failures to a
lack of effort are constantly motivated by developing mastery and view themselves
as a work in progress (i.c., express a growth mindset), experience less anxiety in
general as well in terms of their future profession, and perceive their life as more

satisfying.

In terms of the moderation effect of a fixed mindset in the relationship between
career anxiety and life satisfaction, the authors found that teacher students with a
higher fixed mindset report being less satisfied with their lives compared to students
with an average score on fixed mindset and students with a lower fixed mindset. As
career anxiety increases, students’ life satisfaction with a higher or average fixed
mindset does not change significantly, while the life satisfaction of students with a
lower fixed mindset decreases. A fixed mindset appears to be connected with
students’ life satisfaction only when their level of career anxiety is low, with students
with lower levels of fixed mindset expressing higher levels of life satisfaction.
However, when career anxiety is high, all students experience a comparable level of
low life satisfaction. One can assume that when young adults with more of a growth
mindset experience high levels of trait and career anxiety, their constructive cognitive
styles no longer prevent them from experiencing lower satisfaction with life. This
notion stresses the importance of managing students’ anxiety and enhancing their
perceptions of control. Since research suggests that most university students
experience at least some amount of career anxiety (Gallagher, 1992), and that teacher
students are at particular risk for that in comparison to other professions, it seems
necessary to address career anxiety in this population and intervene. Interventions
that target students’ trait and career anxiety seem a possible solution, as well as
incorporating these topics in teacher education study programs. As Daniels et al.
(2006) suggest, teacher education programs should be created in a way that helps
student teachers to overcome their anxiety and learn to manage unpredictable
environments. One of the options for how to tackle anxiety in teacher students is
incorporating the concept of mindfulness and mindfulness techniques in the study
program, which the students found to be useful and well-accepted content (Tekavc,
2021). Another solution to help students successfully deal with their anxiety could

be professional support at university career centres implemented as individual
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support (e.o., counselling, career coaching) or group workshops aimed to teach
pp g g g group p

students to effectively cope with anxiety and plan their careers.

The moderation effect found in the relationship between fixed mindset, career
anxiety, and life satisfaction could also suggest an adaptive response in people with
a growth mindset when experiencing anxiety. When their anxiety increases, teacher
students with the lowest levels of fixed mindset seem to experience the highest drop
in their life satisfaction. Anxiety typically represents a negative emotional state for a
person and can be perceived as decreased satisfaction with life. However, negative
emotions and not being satisfied with one’s life call for action and can act as an
important motivator for creating a change. While students with a higher fixed
mindset do not experience this drop in their life satisfaction when their anxiety
increases, students with more of a growth mindset do, and could therefore feel more
willing to think about an adaptive way to respond or change. As Eysenck (2013)
suggests, anxiety is an adaptive emotional response for survival and serves the
purpose of being prepared to cope with the source of the threat. Teacher students
face several potential threats, e.g., exams, financial problems, issues relating to job
prestige, etc. (Daniels et al. 2006; Su, 1997). To deal effectively with these threats,
being concerned about them in advance and preparing accordingly can be a coping

strategy to successfully carry on with their career.
Conclusion

The results of our study confirmed our hypothesis that a fixed mindset would
moderate the indirect effects of career anxiety on life satisfaction. When career
anxiety is low, teacher students with a lower fixed mindset seem to be more satisfied
with their life than students with a higher fixed mindset. However, when career
anxiety is high, the life satisfaction of students with a lower fixed mindset decreases,
while for students with a higher fixed mindset, it does not change. Despite the
somewhat motivational role of anxiety, which has the potential to stimulate the
person into responsive action, our results call for interventions aimed at reducing
student teachers’ anxiety and supporting their sense of control. Future studies should
explore the moderator role of a fixed mindset between career anxiety and life
satisfaction within the general student population. Also, investigating the content of
career anxiety (by conducting e.g., in-depth interviews with teacher students) would

enable us to define the most important domains wherein to intervene.
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Abstract The teaching profession is often associated with stress,
which has a negative impact on the individual and can have
negative consequences on the academic achievements of
students. To determine the components of individual sources of
occupational stress on a sample of 538 teachers, qualitative
methodology was used, and a thematic analysis was conducted.
The research problems were as follows: gaining an insight into
the components of the experience of stress in relation to
individual sources of stress and gaining an insight into teachers’
actual difficulties and their thoughts, which the researchers
assumed went beyond the sources of occupational stress in the
workplace. Results: the components of individual sources of
occupational stress are most often related to students, parents,
expert associates and principals, excessive administrative tasks,
and to a lack of professional training. The teachers also expressed
their dissatisfaction with the social status of their profession and

saw it as a significant source of stress.
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1 Introduction

In general, teachers!, regardless of the institution where they work (be it
kindergartens, primary or secondary schools), regularly experience professional
stress in the workplace (Sandilos et al., 2018; Harmsen et al., 2018; Dankade et al.,
2016; Murray-Harvey & Slee, 2007). The sources and intensity of this stress differ
considerably, but the vast majority of teachers most often link the cause of
professional stress to students and their parents (Randhawa, 2009), working
conditions, which have recently been connected to online teaching (Rapanta et al.,
2020; Ljubeti¢, 2020), the non-existence and/or the inefficiency of the institution’s
expert team, poor interpersonal relationships (Van Thanh, 2016), the principal’s

incompetence (Blase, 1987), and very often to excessive administration.

Contemporary pedagogical practice expects teachers to have more and more diverse
and complex competences in order to respond to their demanding role; this is
evident from the fast-changing educational goals that are created in line with the
requirements of the contemporaty era. This, in turn, requires teachers to have more
abilities, knowledge and skills. These requirements also lead to increased
professional stress. One of the participants in the study stated the following: “I want
to stress that the demands put forward by our profession are increasing and that this
is great because we are making progress as a society and as individuals. However,
there is less and less training provided to meet these challenges.” Since teachers are
largely responsible for the functioning and development of the education system,
they need strong and effective professional competences. Therefore, Selvi (2010)
emphasizes the need to review and redefine teachers’ competences depending on
the development of overall human life and education. Kress (2000, p. 133) points
out that “the previous era had required an education for stability, the coming era
requires an education for instability,” which is one of the fundamental features of
today. Therefore, one seems justified in asking how to remain stable in an unstable
wortld, or more specifically, what destabilizes teachers in their professional life and
environment and what kind of support system do they need? Ljubeti¢ and Kostovi¢
Vranjes (2008) conducted a study on a sample of 260 teachers in the Split-Dalmatia
County, which showed that the teachers were occasionally assessed as being

pedagogically incompetent because they felt insecure, did not take responsibility,

! The term teacher refers to kindergarten, class, and subject teachers. It is gender neutral.



M. Ljubetié, T. Maglica, A. Grgié: Sources and Components of Professional Stress from a

Teacher’s Perspective %

were aware of their own mistakes and difficulties in solving disciplinary problems,
etc. It is very likely that they experience a higher or lower level of stress and
need/expect help and support first and foremost in their professional environment.
It is reasonable to expect that timely and appropriate support would also result in
reduced levels of stress and eventually in greater efficiency and satisfaction with the
teaching profession. Therefore, it seems important to explore the soutrces of stress
in the professional environment (kindergarten/school) and understand them as risk
factors that need and can be reduced and/or eliminated. At the same time, it is
important to explore and raise awareness on protective factors (support factors) that
can significantly reduce the negative impact of risk factors on teachers’ success and

satisfaction, but it is necessaty to create conditions for this to be achieved.
2 Methodology
21 Research Aims and Problems

The research presented in this paper is part of a broader scientific study conducted
by Full Professor Maja Ljubeti¢, Associate Professor Ina Rei¢ Ercegovac and Toni
Maglica, PhD, from the Faculty of Humanities and Social Sciences, University of
Split, on a sample of 538 kindergarten, elementary, and high school teachers to
determine the sources of professional stress and support in their work environments.
In this study, the respondents completed the Measures of Strengths, Supports, and
Stressors for Teachers — MOST (Sandilos & DiPerna, 2021) questionnaire and
answered two open-ended questions. The two questions were aimed at investigating
the sources of stress in more detail and, based on the answers obtained, and acting
at the levels of educational policy and founder to reduce and/or eliminate sources

of stress.
In this paper, the focus is on the following two open-ended questions:

1. What specifically causes you the greatest professional stress?

2. What do you want to say/emphasize that was not covered in the questionnaire?

These questions aimed to determine the research participants’ free associations.
Therefore, qualitative methodology was used, as it provided a better insight into the

participants’ personal experiences and their subjective perceptions of stress. Insights
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into the personal experience of stress or support provide an understanding of the
meaning that a particular situation holds for the participant (Maxwell, 1996,
according to Milas, 2005). This is a process wherein the subjective dimension of
assessment is acknowledged. Thomas (according to Merton 1995, p. 384)
emphasizes: “If people define things as real, they are real in their consequences.”
Thus, an insight into personal experience allows one to understand the meaning that

a situation has for an individual (Maxwell 1996, according to Milas 2005).

Bronfenbrenner’s (1989) ecological systems theory provides a basis for
understanding and explaining how professional stress and teacher support are
experienced at all levels of the educational system. as it includes multiple and
dynamic systems that make up an individual’s environment, which can be
simultaneously understood as soutrces of professional stress but also of possible
support. Therefore, to analyse the environment (microsystem, mesosystem,
exosystem, macrosystem and chronosystem), the participants’ perceptions of certain
relationships (with colleagues, expert team, children, parents, educational policy,
principals, etc.) are more important than what they are really like. The participants
had the possibility to interpret their reality and to insist on their subjectivity. In line
with this premise, Ajdukovi¢ (2014) stresses that qualitative methodology is aimed
at gaining an insight into the whole and providing detailed descriptions of individual
situations, processes and events, focusing on the modes of interpretation and of
giving meaning to the world and the social context in which the individual exists.
The questions focused on the participants’ perspectives as well as the way they saw
and experienced the sources of stress. The participants were allowed to speak in their
own words and from their own perspective, thus leaving the possibility of collecting
data not predicted by theory or anticipated by the questions in the questionnaire.
Such an approach provided broader and deeper insight into the issues being

researched.
2.2 Conducting Research and Data Processing

The online study was conducted in February 2021. All research participants received
information on the research purpose and goal, the method of implementation,
voluntariness and anonymity, and the possibility of withdrawing from the study at
any time. The study had been reviewed by the Ethics Committee of the Faculty of
Humanities and Social Sciences in Split (2020).
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The results cannot be generalized, but conclusions can be drawn on how most
participants perceived reality, i.e., on the most common sources of stress that
teachers experience in their institutions and beyond. Given the stated research goal,
the following two research problems were set: a) gaining an insight into the
components of stress expetience in relation to individual sources of stress (children,
parents, professional associates, working conditions, etc.), and b) gaining an insight
into teachers’ real difficulties and their reflections that researchers assume go beyond

the sources of professional stress in the workplace.

When analysing the obtained data, all three researchers separately recorded the
codes, which they compared after conducting separate analyses. During the process
of coding, the codes began to repeat themselves, reaching a point where new codes

no longer emerged, which Glaser and Strauss (1967) call saturation.

Thematic analysis, as the basic qualitative method recommended for such research
(Braun & Clarke, 2012), was used to analyse the data. Maguire and Delahunt (2017)
point out that the goal of thematic analysis is to identify interesting and important
themes/patterns that the researchers use to answer the questions asked or address
the research problems. Data analysis was conducted following the phases of the
thematic analysis as prescribed by Maguire and Delahunt (2017) and Braun and
Clatke (2012). The paper cites authentic participant testimonies, because in
qualitative research “the report is written primarily in the participants’ words” since
the researchers’ focus is on their perception and experience (Creswell, 2009, p. 195).
Themes and codes obtained through thematic analysis are data-driven, according to
Joftfe (2012), and will be presented in the results, while the patterns, themes and
codes will be considered in the discussion section from the perspective of
Bronfenbrenner’s (1989) ecological development systems theory (Maglica et al.,
2020).

2.3 Participants

This paper presents only certain results of the study in which 538 participants
(kindergarten, class, and subject teachers) took part. Of the participants, 93.7% were
women. The participants were aged between 24 and 63 and had between 1 and 42

years of work experience. Concerning education, 0.6% of the participants had
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completed high school, 36.4% had a vocational school degree, and 60% had an
undergraduate university degree. A total of 1.5% of the participants had completed
graduate university studies, and 1.5% of participants had a master’s degree or a PhD.
The sample included 46.5% kindergarten teachers, 36.4% subject teachers, and
17.1% class teachers. Their institutions were located in the city (78.4%), municipality
(11%), countryside (34%), on the islands (3.3%), or on the mainland (0.9%). A total
of 7.8% of the participants expressed their complete satisfaction with their monthly
income, while 21.4% were completely dissatisfied. The vast majority of participants
expressed satisfaction with their monthly income (70.8%).

3 Results and Discussion

The results will be presented in relation to the research problems, with an overview
of the codes and the themes that arose (Table 77).

Table 1: Research codes and generalized topics — Sources of stress

Theme Codes
Children’s/Students’ “Constant complaints from parents”,
patents “Demanding parents (with unrealistic demands)”,

“Unreasonable attacks by parents”,

“Unwillingness to cooperate or poor cooperation with
teachers”,

“Parents neglect their children/students”,

“They talk badly about teachers”,

“They do not appreciate the teachers’ effort and commitment”,
“Inappropriate reactions in problem situations (e.g., in situations
when a child is injured in kindergarten)”,

“Parents frustrated with their own parenting”,

“Uncooperative parents of a child with behavioural difficulties”,
“A minority of parents trying to impose their opinion on the
majority”,

“Parents providing increasingly less support for teachers”,
“Parents ‘interfere’ with every segment of learning and
assessment.”

Children/Students “(Too) many children in classes and in educational groups and
the need for a ‘third’ kindergarten teacher” (“Pedagogical
standard! Will we ever meet it?”),

“Children’s injuries and running away from the
group/kindergarten (causes a permanent feeling of fear in
kindergarten teachers)”,

“Childten’s/students’ rude behaviour as a consequence of
lacking manners (disrespect for teachers, vulgarity, disrespect
for the school environment)”,




M. Ljubetié, T. Maglica, A. Grgié: Sources and Components of Professional Stress from a

Teacher’s Perspective

45

“Childten with behavioural difficulties (intetnal/external
difficulties)”,

“Children’s aggressive behaviours towards peers and adults”,
“A large number of children with special needs”,

“Children behave in very different ways and have different
habits (which the kindergarten teacher detects at the beginning
of the pedagogical year, they have little information about the
children and are expected to act promptly)”,

“A large number of students (about 500) and the constant
obligation of descriptive monitoring”,

“Students’ lack of interest and apathy (inability to motivate
students to work)”,

“Students’ socio-economic and emotional problems”.

Expert team at the
institution

“A lack of supervision and professional support and/or weak
support”,

“A lack of support from the management and no expert team”,
“Expert team’s distespect for practitioners”,

“Irresponsibility and idleness of the expert team”,

“A lack of understanding from the experts”,

“A feeling of helplessness and being left to fend for oneself in
all situations that should involve professional associates”,
“Experts are more focused on meeting parents’ needs rather
than those of the children.”

Principal

“Poor organization, untimely and nonclear notifications of tasks
classified as ‘other™,

“Changes in operations that are introduced hastily without prior
agreement and cooperation with the teacher”,

“A lack of communication with superiors, not taking into
consideration our opinions, belittling teachers”,

“A lack of support, no reactions to the problems presented”,
“Principal’s inadequate and very unprofessional behaviour”,
“Giving prominence to individual colleagues at school”,

“The principal does not provide support and does not protect
us (we are always the ones who are the grown-ups, and we have
to deal with problems at school on our own)”,

“Principal’s disrespect and non-acceptance of our competence
and personal success”.

Agency/Ministry/Founder

“Neglect by the Ministry and the founders”,

“Founders, principals and professional associates belittle
teachers”,

“Inconsistency of all those responsible for the current situation
in the kindergarten (and whose great promises begin and end
with political campaigns)”,

“A system in which rules are not clear and the laws are not
respected; a political abuse of power due to which society and
even the education system cannot make progtress”,

“Adapting the institution to the expectations of the community
(of parents) that do not favour the child’s progress”,
“Practitioners’ resilience to changes and poor support of the
Education and Teacher Training Agency”,

“Doubting the success of the implementation of the National
Curriculum for Early and Preschool Education”,
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“Curricular reform has been implemented quickly and I am not
coping well in implementing the reform.”
Working conditions “Paperwork (too demanding, many tasks, short deadlines)”,
“Cramped and unsafe spaces for kindergarten children”,
“Lack of equipment and teaching aids (kindergarten)”,
“Lack of technical equipment (school)”,
“Obligation to fill in for an absent employee in a kindergarten
(frequently, without material remuneration)”,
“Working conditions are constantly changing because of the
current situation (online classes, masks, working in an insecure
school following the earthquake)”,
“I experience a lot less stress at school, online classes are
exhausting”,
“Constant changes within the subject (informatics and technical
culture)”,
“Changing classrooms during the day”,
“Introduction of new technologies and programs”,
“Low salary in relation to the level of education”,
“The same salary regardless of whether the teacher has a
bachelot’s or a master’s degree”,
“A constant sense of lacking time due to pointless paperwork”,
“Teachers compensate for (material) things missing at the
institution with their own (additional) engagement and
resources.”
Personal “A subjective feeling that I don’t know something; I'm not
prepared enough, etc.”,
“No possibilities for training”,
“A sense of incompetence to respond in a timely and
appropriate manner to children’s special needs.”
Relationships “Evil people, individuals who constantly cause discomfort, and
because of whom there is a negative atmosphere in the team”,
“Lack of socializing with colleagues (due to the pandemic)”.

In general, the results could be explained by a quote from a participant who stated
the following in relation to the research aim: “lncreasing administrative requirements,
increasing effort to motivate students to work, less support from parents and the community. There
is a lack of teams of psychologists and social workers who will enter the classrooms and talk to
children who are having a hard time dealing with problems, and we are finding it increasingly
difficult to deal with them. A school psychologist and pedagogne are no longer enongh. The school

can no longer solve the accumulated problems on its own.”’

As can be seen from the results, the majority of the teachers’ sources of stress come
from parents and students. Teachers perceive parents as demanding and accusatory,
and their cooperation poor, even offensive. This is not surprising, since many
international studies indicate the same sources of stress among teachers (Brady &
Wilson, 2021; Aydin & Kaya, 2016; Randhawa, 2009). When examining the results
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concerning the students as sources of stress, most of the statements deal with the
high number of children (in a kindergarten setting) and their behavioural problems
(running away, disrespect, vulgarity, aggressive behaviour) and how to deal with
them. It is not surprising that the preschool teachers who consider it very important
have the knowledge and competences to work with children with behavioural
problems, evaluate their personal competences as medioctre and are highly motivated
to improve in this field (Maglica & Tomi¢ Kaselj, 2021).

Some sources of stress are more related to working conditions, which depend on
the following decision-makers: the Ministry, the education agency, and principals
themselves. Too much administrative work, low salaries, deadlines, a lack of
technical equipment, as well as objective circumstances, such as the pandemic and
online teaching, cause the teachers to feel stressed. Regarding principals, their role
in forming institutional culture is crucial but they also report high levels of stress
caused not only by parents (their indifference) and their indecisive behaviours, but
also by teachers’ undocumented behaviours, and unnecessary reports by and

permissions for teachers and staff (Cevik et al., 2022).

The participants also covered the perception of their status in society. The teachers
were united in their assessment that they are insufficiently recognized and
appreciated in society, which can be deduced from the following statements:
“Negative opinion of the environment on the teaching vocation that parents often pass on to their
children. It takes a lot of effort and work to alleviate and) or correct such a distorted opinion step
by step”; “The demands on us teachers are great, and the state invests in education modestly’;
“Being a teacher is an honourable and responsible job, but unfortunately underestimated in our
society”s “My job is extremely important for the development of young people into healthy people
and should be more recognized in society as such”; “Education policy in the city. That is the only
thing that frustrates me at the moment, and that no one appreciates our many years of systematic
effort and work”; “1 think that many teachers are frustrated by the fact that our profession is totally
marginalized and very often ranked as a service activity”; “It is often difficult to work with high
school students who have difficulty concentrating and are unmotivated, but there are days that undo
all of the above and this forces us to remain optimistic and enthusiastic in the classroom despite the

weafk support from and demeaning by the Ministry, pedagogical services and society.”
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It is clear that the participants were dissatisfied with their treatment and status both
in their own institutions and in society in general, and although most often they are
considered underpaid, this reason does not stand in the forefront of their
dissatisfaction. The results obtained are in line with the results of studies by Mutluer
& Yiiksel, (2019), Aydin et al. (2015), and Van Laar & Sidanius (2001). In considering
the obtained answers in the context of Bronfenbrenner’s ecological model of
development, it is clear that if a kindergarten/school is understood as a microsystem,
its survival, quality, health and functionality depend on the support network of all

other systems (meso, egzo and macro), which is, as assessed by the teachers, lacking.
4 Conclusion

The patticipants’ free associations (second question) most often focused on the
following specific proposals for the researchers: “The attitude of the competent
Ministry and the Agency towards us should be investigated. How much do they help
or hinder?”, “Investigate the relationship between the legal department and the
school administration and how much they are of use to the teacher”, “Talk more
about teaching in combined classes, level of school equipment, working in one
shift”, “Children’s and teachers’ mental health should be dealt with. In fact, from
the very beginning, we should work more with parents and raise their awareness of
their mistakes in the educational process that they are not aware of”’; for the creators
of educational policies: “Let us be more of an educational institution. Education
is more talked about”, “I think that professors (mentor, advisor) should be ranked
differently, because it is not the same whether vocational or general education
subjects are taught. Everything is available for general education subjects (literature,
preparation, training), and for the vocational subjects, there is often no literature,
there is no preparation at all, almost no training. The profession should be addressed
once and for all.”; for the founders and principals: “Training is available to us if
we have the initiative ourselves to attend a training course, if we want to improve
our work and our practice on our own [...] sometimes we finance our own training”,
“Reducing administrative work would significantly contribute to our job satisfaction
and greater commitment to children. We are dealing more and more with papers

(plans, programs, reports, minutes, consent, etc.), and less and less with children.”
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A kind of resignation can be felt when reading one participant’s comment: “In the
beginning, I was very enthusiastic in my work, and I wanted to complete everything
the best I knew how. As the years go by, I try to stick solely to teaching lessons
rather than waste my time and energy on other people’s ideas and problems.”
Another participant concludes: “My answers would be much more positive if the
school building was safe, if I was not worried about the pandemic and if there was
less corruption and crime that have almost been legalized. All this is related to
education and upbringing because it is difficult to be satisfied and full of enthusiasm
when a parent from a position of power violates the teacher’s integrity or when the
education authorities grope in the dark and do not adopt a quality curriculum, but it
is instead being written for a political period of 4 years.”

One of the participants’ comments, in a way, concludes all of the above: “No matter
how much of an intrinsic motivation educators, teachers and professors have, it is
difficult not to break down physically and mentally when you are constantly hitting
a wall. And yes, it is very stressful to meet all the needs of children, parents, expert
team, and the principal, and finally the founder, when you do not have the basic

conditions for work.”

In the context of Bronfenbrenner’s ecological model of development, this
participant’s comment clearly reflects the impact of a chronosystem that reflects
changes over time within an individual. Some of the changes can be predicted
(maturation, experience) but others are also unexpected (resignation, giving up,
apathy), which is not acceptable in the teaching profession. However, teachers
remain true to themselves, and as one participant stated: “I am proud to be a teacher.
Well done to all the colleagues who bravely deal with the difficulties of our

profession and do not give up on trying to improve it.”
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Abstract Anniversaries are occasions for reflection, and this is
also the purpose of this paper. On the occasion of the venerable
anniversary of the academic institution dedicated to teacher
education, we shall reflect on the milestones that mark the
journey so far and, on the other hand, on the main ideas,
dilemmas and conceptual solutions that have accompanied this
journey through several stages. Since the middle of the last
century, two important milestones have been identified: the
beginning of teacher education at the tertiary level in the early
post-war period and then, just at the time of Slovenia’s gradual
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university studies. These two milestones mark the historical rise
of the field of teacher education, which has been confronted with
ever new challenges over the last three decades. As in the past,
these challenges have been linked both to general societal
changes and to the specific problems that these changes bring to
the complexity of the field of education. Therefore, this paper
will also focus on the challenges, questions and dilemmas in the
midst of which we find ourselves today and to which we

obviously do not yet have all the answers.
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1 Introduction

Anniversaries are an opportunity for reflection, and on this occasion, some of the
findings of research on teacher education have been summarized (Zgaga, 2010; 2013;
2020a; 2020b). Firstly, the perspective from which this topic was approached, is
explained. The predominant approaches are those that focus on processes centred
on pedagogical, didactic, and psychological paradigms. The authot’s disciplinary
roots are in philosophy and sociology, so this topic was approached somewhat
differently. On the one hand, it could be called a history of educational policy ideas,
and on the other hand, an analysis of teacher education from the perspective of

contemporary interdisciplinary studies of higher education.

Since the arrival at the former Pedagogical Academy in Ljubljana in 1977, the
author’s interest in the study of teacher education has been strengthened by the
realization that teacher education institutions are squeezed between the external
demands of political institutions as well as the broader social environment — and the

internal demands of academic institutions, especially the more prestigious faculties.

Teacher education is an important segment in higher education systems; according
to international statistics, about 10% of all students are enrolled in this field, yet, in
terms of academic power and influence, it remains a marginal sector (Zgaga, 2010,
p- 176-177). For example, its share of international student and staff mobility is often
quite low compared to the dominant faculties, and the salaries of graduates from this
tield are often lower than those of the more attractive academic professions, and so
on. However, the research field in higher education studies, which has only
developed in the last few decades, tends to focus on topics in dominant university
settings, while teacher education — and some others, such as social work — remain
overlooked. Regardless, schools for future teachers have gone through a gradual and
rather difficult process of “universitisation” since the middle of the last century. For

that reason, a devotion towards consideration of this phenomenon is necessary.
2 The “Universitisation” of Teacher Education
Among renowned scholars, there are a few who have recognised this blind spot. For

example, in his iconic work on academic tribes and territories, Tony Becher (1989)

points to the tension between “research excellence” and the supposedly routine
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“ability to teach” as one of the fundamental contradictions of modern universities.
The fact is that research is generally more valuable than teaching. But in the specific
area of teacher education, this tension appears in several forms: as tension between
the subject content and pedagogy, as controversy over a parallel or sequential system
of teacher education, and so on. In educational reforms, these tensions are reflected
in the conflicting demands to include either “more subject” or “more pedagogy” in
the curriculum for future teachers, in the formal criteria for promotion of staff, and
so on. All this defines the complex context in which the transition of teacher
education to the tertiary level — in Slovenia as well as worldwide — has taken place

since the middle of the last century.

With its universitisation, teacher education has found itself in a dilemma between
two equally important functions: the traditional function of educating future teachers
and the new academic, especially research, function. What should exist in an and -
and relationship, unfortunately, is often viewed as an either - or relationship. Publish
or perish. About twenty years ago, this was discussed in an interesting way by two
Americans: John Goodlad, a distinguished researcher in teacher education, and

Burton Clark, a doyen of studies of higher education.

Reflecting on the process of universitisation of teacher education, Goodlad (1999)
notes that teacher education schools entered the university arena with an innate
unease while this space received them inhospitably and full of scepticism about their
academic fitness and worth. On the one hand, they were constrained by the
disciplinary requirements of the humanities and natural sciences, i.e., the two
dominant academic spheres that also have a hegemonic role in terms of the content
of the school curriculum. As a result, once incorporated into universities, teacher
education schools have been assigned a relatively marginal role with less autonomy
than most other schools and faculties enjoy. Even at America’s research universities,
these schools were out of luck, Goodlad argues; in that environment, they were
better promoted academically, but the price was that they lost touch with primary
and secondary schools — their natural laboratories. Goodlad concludes his reflections
with a parallel between the study of medicine and the study of future teachers: the
expansive scientification of medicine has led to its dehumanization — a trend that

now threatens studies by future teachers as well.
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In his reply to Goodlad, Burton Clark (1999) points out that all “professional

221

schools” at American universities are subject to certain constraints. They are
constrained both by academic disciplines and by professional associations (or
chambers) outside universities. However, teacher education schools are subject to
specific constraints unique to the teaching profession. These schools prepare
students to teach the subject, while the subject itself is in the hands of other,
dominant, humanities and science departments at American universities. This is not

the case in any other professional school, such as engineering.

The situation of teachers’ schools, however, is not hopeless, Clark comforts his
readers. He draws on the theory of the “new production of knowledge” by Michael
Gibbons (1994) and his group. Gibbons distinguishes between Mode 1 (disciplinary
knowledge) and Mode 2 (transdisciplinary, applied knowledge), but Clark proposes
an additional Mode 12 that includes interdisciplinary knowledge. According to
Clark, teacher education schools must build on all three modes: Mode 1 is
disciplinary and includes (in his somewhat specifically American view) educational
psychology and methodology in addition to the disciplines that provide school
subject knowledge; Mode 12 combines history, sociology, philosophy and similar
broader views of education in an interdisciplinary way, while Mode 2 focuses on

transdisciplinary work on key issues facing practitioners in schools.

Clark (1998) is best known as a theorist of university organization, so it is not
surprising that he identifies the main problem facing teachers’ schools within
universities as an organizational one: there are different streams of knowledge
generated at the university, and the question is how best to connect all these streams
in preparing future teachers and similar profiles. However, he points out that there
is no magic formula on how to achieve this goal. He advises us to seck the path of
“local experimentation”. Clark (1999) says that new patterns do not emerge

overnight but can only be the result of “years of learning through trial and error”.

When we acknowledge local distinctiveness, all of this is generally true for our region
as well. We, too, have had decades of “local experimentation”, of “learning by trial
and error”. This now requires us to rethink the milestones we have reached. The

journey of the universitisation of teacher education has gone through several phases.

1'This term should not be confused with terms such as Fachhochschule in German or Visoka strokovna $ola in
Slovene.
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The following two important milestones can be recognized in Slovenia: first, the
beginnings of tertiary teacher education in the early post-war years, and then its full
integration into the university system around 1990. We will try to rethink this
process, which has lasted more than half a century, and to distinguish four phases.

3 Phase 1: From Higher Pedagogical School to Pedagogical Academy
(1947 - 1961)

The field of education in the early post-war period was strongly marked by the
terrible consequences of the four years of destruction. The renewal of the
educational system was, therefore, initially characterised by lower standards (e.g., 7-
years of primary school instead of 8 was conducted for a couple of years), but at the
same time, the fundamental goal of the new state was to eliminate illiteracy and enrol
all children in schools. An almost impossible demand — both for the teachers and
for the teachers’ teachers. The training of primary school teachers continued to take
place at upper secondary teacher training colleges (wciteljista). The University of
Ljubljana (established in 1919), the only Slovenian university at the time, followed
its traditionally elitist mission, paying no attention to the education of primary school
teachers. Under these circumstances, in 1947, the government founded the Higher
Pedagogical School in Ljubljana (Vi§ja pedagoska sola)> as the first Slovenian
institution of its kind at the tertiary level. An excellent study by Ales Gabri¢ (20006)
on the post-war educational reforms states that the university was “a staunch
advocate of traditional academic principles. Therefore, it strongly opposed the
proposals of the Higher Pedagogical School to join the University”, as it was
“pedagogical rather than scientific in nature” (ibid., p. 212). Gabri¢ also mentions
the position of the Faculty of Philosophy (University of Ljubljana), which “felt it has
nothing in common with the Higher Pedagogical School” (ibid., p. 239).

Controversy also broke out within the national reform forums. The positions of the
representatives of the different federal republics® diverged, among other things, on
the question of what kind of education the teachers of the renewed eight-year school
should have. The Slovenian representatives were in favour of a four-year higher

education degree (visokoSolska izobrazba), but because of the unification of the system

2 Odlocba o ustanovitvi Visje pedagoske sole v Ljubljani [Decision on the establishment of the Higher Pedagogical
School in Ljubljana]. Uradni list RS, July 5, 1947.
3 The Yugoslav Federation (1945-1991) consisted of six republics.
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throughout the Federation, a two-year degree was finally legalised (visjesolska
izobrazba). At the same time, the old Humboldtian concept of “impartial search for
truth” was replaced by the concept of a “university meeting the needs of the
development of a socialist society”. The old organisational framework of the
university was fragmented: now, it was only a loose “association of higher education
institutions” and the faculties became fairly independent units, but of course under
careful political control. The great need to increase the number of graduates in the
country was reflected in the division of traditional four-year degree programs into
two stages (2 + 2-year system), and in the establishment of new self-standing colleges
(visje in visoke Sole, two- or four-year systems, respectively), especially in some
industrial centres where they had not existed before. Such case in Slovenia was the
city of Maribor. The reform of compulsory education should not be ignored: the
abolition of lower grammar schools (#igja gimnazija) and the introduction of a
comprehensive eight-year primary school. The external differentiation after 4th
grade was thus abandoned, but the differentiation of teacher education remained:
tor all primary school zeachers (such was their formal title), two years of tertiary
education was only a promise in 1958, while for upper secondary school professors
(formal title), four years of university education was already the traditionally accepted

standard.

The reform of the late 1950s was in many ways problematic, contradictory, and
ideologically charged, but in the case of teacher education, there is no denying that
it reached a new level with this reform. The idea of a “pedagogical acadenry” (Dekleva,
1960) had now gradually taken hold even if its realization was not without
complications and paradoxes. The idea had already existed: Gabri¢ (20006, p. 122)
reports that in June 1954, the authorities took a “decision in principle on the
establishment of teacher academies in Ljubljana and Maribor”; even a draft law on
these academies was prepared, “which was postponed at the end of 1954 and then
forgotten”. The main reason was the different cultural traditions and the uneven

development of education within the “multi-cult?’ federation.

By the 1950s, the Higher Pedagogical School in Ljubljana was in full operation. Its
founding decree (1947)* stated that it was to train qualified teachers for teaching in

lower grammar schools or in the upper grades (5 — 8) of primary school, as well as

+Odlocba o ustanovitvi Visje pedagoske Sole v Ljubljani [Decision on the establishment of the Higher Pedagogical
School in Ljubljana]. Uradni list LRS, July 5, 1947.
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educators for special schools and educational homes. At the fertiary level this was the
novelty. However, teachers for the lower grades continued to be trained at the old
upper secondary level colleges (uiiteljisia). When the entire educational system was
reformed in the late 1950s, several questions arose about teachers. Documents from
this period testify that a teacher with a secondary school degree was “increasingly
treated as a semi-intellectual” (Dekleva, 1960, p. 61) by the public. Ude/jiséa became
obsolete. At the same time, the Higher Pedagogical School, which had now been in
existence for more than ten years, was accused of neglecting the pedagogical
preparation of its graduates and emphasizing subject knowledge instead. In the eyes
of the faculties, however, this subject knowledge was “far too weak” to enable these

graduates to pursue a four-year university program.

In this situation, the idea of a Pedagogical Academy as a higher educational institution
was reaffirmed, which should have taken care of strengthening all types of teachers,
while the wéiteljista and the Higher Pedagogical School should have been abolished
or transformed. Considering the political efforts to establish new higher education
centres throughout the Federation, it is easy to understand why the first Pedagogical
Academy was established in Maribor in June 1961°. A new Slovenian higher
education centre was gradually emerging in the city, and it was expected that a new
institution of this kind would significantly promote its growth into the new, second
Slovenian university. On the other hand, there was no university here (yet) that
would hinder the development of such an institution with academic scepticism, as
was the case in Ljubljana. The first steps of the Pedagogical Academy in Maribor
were supported by the Higher Pedagogical School in Ljubljana, which was also
transformed into a Pedagogical Academy a little later, in 1964.

4 Phase 2: From Pedagogical Academies to Pedagogical Faculties
(1961-1991)

The establishment of two Pedagogical Academies completed the first phase of the
transition of teacher education to the tertiary level. With the result achieved, of
course, new questions soon arose, which continued into the 1980s. We cannot go
into detail here, rather, our focus was on the mid-1980s and the transition to the

1990s, when decisive steps were taken in the second phase of the gradual

5 Zakon o ustanovitvi Pedagoske akademije v Mariboru [Act on the Establishment of the Pedagogical Academy in
Maribor]|. Uradni list RS, June 29, 1961.
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universitisation of teacher education in Slovenia. However, it is necessary to say that
both pedagogical academies became memzbers of the universities,® the old one in Ljubljana
and the new one, established in 1975, in Maribor.

The second phase was again closely connected to a major educational reform: the
last and the most disputed in the framework of socialist Yugoslavia. It was a reform
of career-oriented education (usmerjeno  izobragevanje), which was prepared in the
Federation in the mid-1970s. In Slovenia, its implementation was delayed” and
accompanied by many dilemmas and open criticism (see Zgaga, 2021, p. 217-220).
In a broader historical perspective, the criticism of this reform was one of the
currents that led to the Shwvenian Spring in the late 1980s, while in a more specific,

educational perspective it also contributed to the development of teacher education.

The main criticism of this reform was that it completely subordinated the
educational system to instrumental understanding, the opposite of concepts such as
Bildung, and moreover, subjected it to even stricter ideological control than had
previously been the case. The 1980s were the years of the awakening of civil society
and pro-democratic “alternative movements” in Slovenia, which contributed to the
fact that the system gradually underwent significant changes, both in the political
and educational sense, as soon as after 1986. In this context, a decisive step was also

taken in the universitisation of teacher education.

The concept of career-oriented education presupposed “educational verticals”
between upper secondary and higher education: a student who started at an upper
secondary mechanical school, for example, could in principle continue at the Faculty
of Mechanical Engineering as well as other faculties, depending on the entrance
exam. The traditional gimnazija (grammar school) was abolished. All higher education
study programs had to be adapted to this principle, and so a Pandora’s box of study
programs was opened. First, there was a significant change in pre-school education:
in 1984, both Pedagogical Academies introduced a two-year degree program in this
field. So now the entire vertical of teacher education from kindergarten to the end
of primary school was at the tertiary level. This raised the old question: Why is a
four-year university degree required for secondary school teachers and only a two-

year diploma for primary school teachers? Moreover, the policy of “educational

¢ Clanica univerge is a term typical for Slovenian university terminology.
7 Zakon o usmetjenem izobrazevanju [Career-Oriented Education Act]. Uradni list SRS, May 7, 1980.
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verticals” led to the gradual emergence of new subject programs at the Pedagogical
Academy in Maribor that resembled the university programs at some faculties in
Ljubljana, while some subject programs (e.g., Slovenian and foreign languages) at
the Pedagogical Academy in Ljubljana were transferred to the Faculty of Arts. The
result of this program shuffling was that the old demand to raise the education of a//
teachers to university level was finally accepted in the mid-1980s. At the same time,
the Pedagogical Academy in Maribor was renamed Faculty (1986), as this was
important for the development of the University of Maribor, but in Ljubljana this
happened later, in May 1991, after long negotiations within the university and with
the authorities.

This difference can be explained primarily by the attitude of a broader university
understanding of the role of the “teacher training school”, if using a pejorative term.
In Ljubljana, the Pedagogical Academy was a chick under the not always friendly
protection of a hen (i.e., traditional faculties), while in Maribor, the Pedagogical
Academy was a hen that hatched new disciplinary faculties® and thus considerably
strengthened the University itself. This is Clark’s “local experimentation” and
“learning by trial and error” transferred to our environment. Two completely
different contexts led to the same result. After the proclamation of the Republic of
Slovenia in June 1991, there were two Faculties of Education at two universities
licenced to award university diplomas to their graduates. Master’s programs were
emerging; doctoral studies were still very limited. The major obstacle was research
capacity and output. At this point, the second phase of the development I am talking

about comes to an end.
5 Phase 3: Consolidation of Teacher Education Standards (1991-1999)

At the beginning of the 1990s, Slovenia fortunately avoided the storms of war that
began to rage in the territories of the disintegrated Federation. The central task
became the creation of new structures in an independent state, including the
education system. A new Higher Education Act was passed in 19937 and a package
of laws regulating pre-tertiary education in 1996'°. Among other things, nine-year

8 Two decades later, in 2000, the previous Faculty of Education was divided into three faculties: the Faculty of Arts,
the Faculty of Natural sciences and Mathematics, and the Faculty of Education. See Uradni /ist RS, 6 April 2006.

9 Zakon o visokem Solstvu [Higher Education Act]. Uradni list RS, 17 December 1993.

10 Zakon o organizaciji in financiranju vzgoje in izobrazevanja; Zakon o vrtcih; Zakon o osnovni $oli; Zakon o
gimnazijah; Zakon o poklicnem in strokovnem izobrazevanju; Zakon o izobrazevanju odraslih [Organisation and
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primary education was introduced, which also had a major impact on teacher

education.

The Higher Education Act, among other things, abolished the former two-year
degree study programs and introduced three-year (the professional degree) and four-year
(the university degree) programs. Both types of degree programs were run by university
faculties. Thus, the pre-school education program had to be raised to a three-year
program. But the question remained: should other teacher education programs be
transformed into “professional” (3-year) or “university” (4-year) programs? Since
1986, they had been implemented as four-year programs. On the other hand, the act
introduced a system of national accreditation for higher education, which, among
other things, contributed to another important step — the phase of consolidation of

standards for feacher edncation.

When the Pedagogical Academies became faculties and the study programs were
extended to four years, a new systemic issue arose: the formal status of graduates of
“pedagogical” (i.e., teacher education) programs was now the same — regardless of
which faculty they came from, but the structure and content of their studies were not.
In some faculties, where the education of future teachers was a marginal task and
the main task a fundamental discipline, the pedagogical dimensions of the study
program were neglected. The question of the relationship between the subject and
the pedagogy in the programs at various faculties, which formally confer on
graduates the licence to teach in schools, was again open. The lack of pedagogical
skills among graduates of some faculties was increasingly pointed out by the primary
and secondary schools themselves, which, with a thorough reform of the system,
were faced with a new set of tasks for which they needed competent pedagogical
staff. This, in short, is the context in which the initiative was implemented to define,
within the general criteria for the accreditation of all higher education programs, a

set of specific criteria that should apply to a// teacher education programs.

Thus, in June 1995, the Council on Higher Education, the accrediting body in the
country at the time, adopted “Criteria for Evaluation of Pedagogical Study

Programmes”!!. In addition to meeting all other academic criteria, it specified that

Financing of Education Act; Act on Kindergartens; Basic School Act; Gimnazije Act; Vocational and Technical
Education Act; Adult Education Act|. Uradni /ist RS, 29 February 1996.
"1 Uradni list RS, June 22, 1995.
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“pedagogical programs” must include both “subject” and “pedagogy modules” — the
latter lasting af Jeast one semester or more. The aim was thus to formalize a parallel mode!
of teacher education, irrespective of the faculty at which it takes place. The
realization of this criterion for both Pedagogical Academies was not as much of a
novelty as for other faculties. At the same time, shorter, initially one-semester
pedagogical training programs were created for the graduates who had not received

a “pedagogical package” during their studies, but who wanted to work as teachers

(sequential model).
6 Phase 4: The Impact of Internationalization on Teacher Education
1999)

Adopting the new criterion was far from an easy task, but growing international
cooperation also made an important contribution to its successful implementation. In
consolidating standards for teacher education, the example of good practice from
other EU countries was followed upon. In the 1990s, several EU TEMPUS
programs in teacher education were carried out, in which colleagues from e.g,,
Finland also participated, which was particularly interesting for us (Hyténen et al.,
1999). In general, the 1990s were marked by “Europeanisation” in the field of
education. In 1999, Slovenia completed the pre-accession negotiations in the field
of education for joining the European Union and ratified the Lisbon Recognition
Convention (concerning higher education in the European Region); it joined the
ERASMUS program and signed the Bologna Declaration. All this indirectly shaped
the processes in the field of teacher education to such an extent that one can speak
of a fourth phase.

In the past, practically everywhere in the world, the field of teacher education was
jealously confined to patriarchal domesticity, quite different from the classic
university disciplines, where international openness and participation are considered
an inevitable prerequisite for academic quality. However, by the end of the twentieth
century, teacher education was also included in the process of European
consolidation (Hudson & Zgaga, 2017). Joint projects were launched, such as the
renowned Tuning Project (Wagenaar, 2019), the Green Paper on Teacher Education
(Buchberger et al., 2000) was published, and the first, initially modest, exchanges of
teacher education students and staff began (Zgaga, 2010). ERASMUS brought a

tremendous change; teacher education broke away from patriarchal domesticity, the
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process of getting to know each other and learning about good practice began to
flourish, and all this also accelerated research in the field, which was a particularly
important step. Not to mention that the question of a “European teacher” was raised
(Schratz, 2014).

Europeanisation has led to a new national reform of higher education, popularly
known as “Bologna”. What needs to be said here in this context is that this reform,
like the reforms in the past, has opened space for new steps in teacher education.
Among other things, undergraduate pedagogical programs — expanding now to 5
years (BA + MA) — have gained in prestige as a result of this reform, not least because
international cooperation and research achievements in the field have been
strengthened. Organizational innovations are also noticeable: the Faculty of
Education in Maribor has multiplied, like a good hen hatching her chicks, creating
new faculties, as has been established. In 2003, Slovenia gained its third Faculty of
Education, this time in Koper (within the newly established University of
Primorska)'?, founded on the basis of a previous branch of the Faculty of Education
in Ljubljana. One could therefore say that the Ljubljana Faculty has also
“multiplied”, albeit in a different way. It is worth highlighting that with this reform,
doctoral studies in teacher education and educational sciences have finally been
articulated and affirmed (2010). We are proud of the doctoral school in Ljubljana,
where in recent years these studies have been carried out in both Slovenian and
English language groups. So, these are the results of our “local experimentation”
and “learning by trial and error”. This is the position from which we must now look

forward.

7 Conclusion

After seventy-five years of the development of teacher education at the tertiary level
(in this country) we have not, of course, arrived at a “millennial kingdom”. Nor will
we ever reach it. There is no shortage of problems, questions and dilemmas
regarding the way forward, and we will certainly have the opportunity to discuss this
topic extensively. To the old issues, such as the relationship between subject and

pedagogy, new ones are added, such as inclusion in education, the use and misuse

12 Odlok o ustanovitvi Univerze na Primorskem [Decree on the Establishment of the University of Primorska].
Uradni list RS, February 7, 2003.
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of ICT, sustainable development, the consequences of the recent pandemic in
education, etc. Since it is impossible to address all these issues at this time, a few
words that refer to a broad and general, but strategically no less important, topic can

be drawn in conclusion.

The teaching profession is the heir of the Enlightenment — and it shares its destiny
with that of the Enlightenment. Anthropocene, artificial intelligence, and similar
modern concepts bring up difficult questions that we need to be able to articulate
and answer very soon. On the other hand, the world in which we find ourselves
today is the world in which we compete — not for the first time — with currents
hostile to the spirit of Enlightenment. The language of scholars and feachers is being
replaced by Twitter and Instagram. Argumentative debate is being replaced by
populism. It is as though schools have taught people to read just so they can read
the tabloids and fake news. “Ihere are no viruses!” “Lhere is no global warming!” “Lhe earth
is flat again!” So, what is the point of educating teachers? A world like this needs

gurus, or a Caesar, or both. Not teachers.

The universities and the scientific community in general do not have entirely clean
hands in this matter. They have strayed too far from these issues. And the fact is
that the whole spirit of the Enlightenment — and by extension the sciences — face
major challenges. Universities have to face these challenges: not only classical

“Mode-1” faculties, but also faculties of education.

Recently, there has been an increasing emphasis on the importance of
communicating and reporting sciences and arts to a wider audience. An important
question is also how science today — and the spirit, the culture of the Enlightenment
in general — can be communicated through the educational process. Here a broad
field opens up in which faculties of education must work hand in hand with all other
faculties. This action must be in the common interest. As teacher education has
universitised it has become an area for which the whole university should feel responsible. Many of
the challenges of the “risk society”, as defined by the German sociologist Ulrich
Beck (19806), require thorough responses from a// disciplines, in inter- and trans-
disciplinary ways, and the culture and knowledge achieved must be communicated
to a wider society if it is truly a “knowledge society” — and if universities are not just
closed #vory towers. We need not just multiply — but sntegrate. We need to be able to

bring new knowledge and a new culture, which provides answers to the challenges



68 PERSPECTIVES ON TEACHER EDUCATION AND DEVELOPMENT

of the risk society, into the entire educational vertical. And in this process, well-

educated teachers at universities will remain one of the most important pillars.
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1 Introduction

One of the important functions of contemporary school is offering students the
possibility to engage in extracurricular activities. Although extracurricular activities
have been neglected in many schools for a variety of reasons, including a lack of
materials and staff, it is important to emphasize that they are always useful for
students not only as an incentive for meaningful organization and useful spending
of leisure time, but also as a means of preventing numerous unacceptable
behaviours, which are implied precisely in unorganized leisure time. By engaging in
freely chosen extracurricular activities, children create social connections and
relationships, which build their personality in every way. Extracurricular activities
contribute to the students’ social development, which is the task of the educational
work of schools (Peji¢ Papak & Vidulin, 2016).

Extracurricular activities have previously been studied in the context of encouraging
and developing creativity in students, and their realization in the field of physical
competences and health, as well as musical competence. In the past two centuries,
emphasis has been put on the connection between extracurricular activities, success
at school, and various preventive aspects in the context of behavioural disorders
(Datling et al., 2005).

The most well-known and widespread way of preparing children for active and
meaningful leisure time is the organization and implementation of extracurricular
activities in school. This, guided by individual interests and free choice, gives
students the opportunity to develop their personal potentials through various
activities. Unlike regular classes, the curricula of extracurricular activities are not
strictly structured, so they enable students to introduce new themes and contents
into their work, unforeseen by their teachers. Students are motivated during
extracurricular activities, there is no summative evaluation, they are interest-oriented
and more satisfied, and they work creatively in a stimulating atmosphere. The
creative process itself takes place within individual groups that contribute to
recognition within the school itself, at inter-school, and on the local and wider
community level (Valjan Vuki¢, 2016).

The organization of extracurricular activities contributes to better social

connections. Working in small, informal groups without school desks is always
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better than the rigid rules that regular classes are subject to. By engaging in
extracurricular activities, students decide on how to spend part of their leisure time
in school, which the school should recognize as an opportunity for additional
educational activities. Until recently, studies have shown that the real possibilities
and students’ creative potentials during extracurricular activities have not been fully
used, and the methods used by teachers are still not conducive in encouraging and
developing students’ creativity. It should be further emphasized that in many
schools, extracurricular activities are neglected and exist only in school documents

without practical application.

Success in extracurricular activities can work as encouragement for successful
integration into class, which can prevent failure in the social field and avoid

emotional difficulties, as they are very often the reasons for academic failure.
1.1 Extracurricular Activities

Extracurricular activities are an indirect educational form of work with students, and
their implementation is mentioned in the school curriculum, a document at school
level. Extracurricular activities are pedagogically designed activities whose function
is education and upbringing during and for leisure time (Mlinarevi¢ & Brust, 2009).
They are educationally planned activities that enable the confirmation of the
student’s personality, and they provide the teacher with opportunities for expanded
educational influence (Previsi¢, 1987, according to Zrili¢ & Kosta, 2009).
“Extracurricular leisure activities are not exempt from the obligation of schoolwork,
requirements and necessity of execution, they prepare children in many elements for
active and meaningful learning and are therefore in the function of leisure education
but are also a part of the compulsory schoolwork” (Previsi¢, 1987, according to Peji¢
Papak & Vidulin, 2016, p. 73). “Extracurricular activities are the most effective way
of preventing socially unacceptable behaviour and are exceptionally stimulating for
the self-actualization of students and individual research learning” (Curriculum for
primary school, 2000). In accordance with the National Framework Curriculum
(2011), the school prescribes learning and teaching outcomes, methods of work,
organization of learning and teaching, and the evaluation of the learning and teaching
process for the current school year. The school curriculum is the work, mode of
action, and the evaluation of the effects of the entire school life on students and

teachers. Extracurricular activities are an inseparable part of the school curriculum,
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according to which the school is recognizable and original in its environment. Their
implementation has become an obligation in many countries with the aim to increase
the quality of education (Acar & Glindiiz, 2017). The document describes the
activities, results, implementation, and evaluation of all extracurricular activities at a
certain school and in the varied fields of education in the curriculum. In participating
in extracurricular activities, students decide to spend their own leisure time at school,
and this offers the possibility of additional educational activities. The school should
offer students facilities/contents for quality leisure time and provide them with such
facilities that will meet their specific interests and needs. The goals of extracurricular
activities are: connection, expansion and deepening of knowledge, skills, the
acquisition of habits during instruction and extracurricular activities, the adoption of
new knowledge, the acquisition of skills and habits, the development of interest in
socially useful, humanitarian and voluntary work, the identification of gifted students
and students that show an increased interest in a single field, arousing curiosity,
training for leisure activities that will aid in the development of education, the
prevention of all types of addiction, protection and health improvement, training for
active participation in social life and its civil and democratic development, the
encouragement of children’s creativity — communication, interaction and
cooperation with others and training, enabling the recognition of others who are
different, and, finally, enabling the learning of flexibility and tolerance (Mlinarevi¢ &
Brust Nemet, 2012). Extracurricular activities offer students the freedom to choose
the activity in which they will engage, depending on their interests and preferences.
Extracurricular activities abound in many advantages, and the goals in programming
leisure activities are as follows: introducing students to social life and decision-
making, developing a sense of work and organization of work, awakening the child’s
affinity for an activity, engaging students in socially useful work, the successful
development of specific capabilities, assistance in the realization of general school
goals, and the massification of consumers of cultural goods (Mlinarevi¢ & Brust
Nemet, 2012).

Students are highly motivated in participating and adopting new knowledge and
skills because they are free to choose extracurricular activities and acquire new
knowledge and develop abilities and skills, strengthen their self-confidence, and

socialize with peers.
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The curricular approach creates extracurricular activities where teachers and
students have their freedom. Ivanci¢ and Sabo (2012) state that engaging in
extracurricular activities in students’ leisure time has a positive effect on creating a
close relationship between students and this activity, it positively affects students’
affiliation and connection with school, and it improves their academic success and

reduces the possibility of developing risky behaviours (Umeh et al., 2020).

As students are interest-oriented and more satisfied during extracurricular activities
than in regular classes, they creatively work in a stimulating atmosphere and work as
a team. By involving students in extracurricular activities, their educational and
upbringing needs are met equally. Participation in extracurricular activities
contributes to an active life for children as well as having a positive influence on
their health (Acar & Gilindiiz, 2017). Goals that cannot be achieved in regular classes
are realized here, and contents that follow modern events and knowledge are also
offered. Extracurricular activities are very important in upbringing because with their
contents, they come closer to the desires of the students and contribute to the
development of their personality, create conditions for their cultural advancement,
and protect and promote cultural differences. Extracurricular activities are the
activities that best shape the development of these student characteristics through
their form and action. Contemporary schools must enable children to develop all
their abilities, enrich them with experiences and prepare them for active participation
in society (Siljkovi¢ et al., 2007). Educational methods used in extracurricular
activities are numerous, but the most common are the following: the method of
conversation (individual, partner, group and collective), the method of persuasion,
the method of habituation, the method of motivation and stimulation

(encouragement), and the method of monitoring (Bognar & Matijevi¢, 2002).

Schools offer students a variety of extracurricular activities, and students choose
them freely and participate according to their interests, while such activities influence
the student’s biological, social, experiential, psychomotor and cognitive
development and ensure their needs for self-actualization. The question is whether
students, after choosing an extracurricular activity, have the opportunity to co-create
a curriculum and propose new extracurricular activities, i.e., change the existing
activities that are of little interest to the students. Children spend most of their leisure
time doing physical activities, particularly doing certain sports in school or at an out

of school organization or association (Peji¢ Papak & Vidulin, 2016). Research results
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show that children spend most of their leisure time in activities that include music,
media or socialization, and their mutual time is directed towards entertainment,
while there is a low moderation towards cultural and artistic contents. Nowadays,
the increasing presence of the media in modern society limits children and young
people in engaging in better quality content in their leisure time (Milisa & Milacic,
2010). The content of leisure time should be enjoyable for children because various
activities satisfy their individual needs (Dubovicki et al., 2014). A contemporary
school that demands quality, productive and dynamic acquisition of knowledge is
imbued with continuous activity. The use of creative thinking and behaviour is
inevitable (Fuduri¢, 2012). Research indicates that the participation of students in
extracurricular activities and the development of their capacities and potentials lead
to the discovery and development of the student’s talents (Antovska & Kostov,
2016). The content of extracurricular activities should be tailored to help develop
students’ abilities and work habits, and their ability to take care of their own health
(Svalina et al., 2010).

Regular classes cannot fully satisty the needs and potentials of every student, so the
school curriculum is enriched with extracurricular activities and projects. Therefore,
today, extracurricular activities are not given the necessary importance, children do
not have access to a great variety of fields to be able to satisfy their needs and

interests.

More contemporary ways of learning and teaching, as well as innovations to
stimulate the development of children’s creativity should be introduced in
extracurricular activities, allowing them free expression and the expression of their
creativity (Peji¢ Papak & Vidulin, 2016).

Activities in various fields of extracurricular activities are important for students to
acquire experience, accept various roles, and create the possibility of getting to know
one another and getting closer to science and culture. In participating in
extracurricular activities, students organize themselves into educational groups and
teams and make important decisions concerning their lives and their work in school
by pointing out the talent they wish to build and empower. Quality-filled free time
reduces the possibility of risky behaviour because the students meet their current
needs and interests and develop their potential, and, in various extracurricular

activities, they gain experience and competences that will make their future lives
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easier. “Both in teaching and in extracurricular activities, basic values should be
represented and promoted, as well as social, cultural, spiritual and moral values”
(Mlinarevi¢ & Brust Nemet, 2012, p. 175).

“The teacher is a professionally competent person capable in the upbringing and
education of students; an expert who organizes the upbringing and education
process and with general knowledge of the basics of education, pedagogy, didactics
and psychology achieves the aim and task of upbringing and education” (Strugar,
1993, according to Mlinarevi¢ & Brust Nemet, 2012, p. 201). The teacher needs to
define goals, devise methods and forms of work, choose materials etc. in leading
students in extracurricular activities, and they should be the initiator and organizer
in performing extracurricular activities, as well as capable of noticing the student’s
skills and counselling and developing their potentials. The teacher should likewise
be creative, inclined to researching, experimenting, and improving the activities they
manage, because the teacher is not only required to realize a determined program of

extracurricular activities but also to improve it.

Leisure time activities that are most represented in schools can be divided into five
categories: foreign languages, musical activities (choir, orchestra), sports activities
(football, rhythmic gymnastics, tennis), outdoor activities (scouts, ecology), and
other activities, which include those that cannot be classified in any of the above
categories, for example, journalism, etc. (Silikovi¢ et al., 2007). Every school is
obliged to organize extracurricular activities respecting the interests and needs of its
students. The Primaty and Secondary School Education Act and the Curriculum for
Primary School (2006) is the legal basis for executing extracurricular activities.
Article 28 of the mentioned Act states that the school curriculum establishes the
teaching plan and program for elective subjects and extracurricular activities, and
these are adopted based on the national curriculum, teaching plan and program. The
introductory part of the Curriculum for primary schools (2006) emphasizes the
following: “Extracurricular activities are the most effective way of preventing
unacceptable behaviour and they are exceptionally stimulating for the self-
actualization of the student and their self-exploratory learning.” Extracurricular
activities are also planned according to grade and the total weekly and annual number
of hours. The introduction of the Croatian National Education Standard (HNOS)
in 2006 factored in special attention to extracurricular activities as an essential factor

in the entirety of a student’s upbringing and education and as a part of the obligatory
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teaching plan. The mentioned documents emphasize the significance of

extracurricular activities.

However, this raises the question of their implementation in daily practice. Teachers
are responsible for this, and how competent they are in organizing extracurricular
activities certainly depends on the higher education curricula at teacher training
colleges, which educate teachers to work in the classroom and outside of the

classroom.

In the following part the authors will, therefore, analyse integrated undergraduate
and graduate university study programs for teachers at six faculties for teachers in
the Republic of Croatia, with reference to elective courses and modules, i.e., intense
courses that strengthen the competences of future teachers for the preparation and

successful implementation of extracutricular activities.
3 Methodology

The aim of the study was to gain insight into the integrated undergraduate and
graduate study programs for teachers at six higher education institutions/teacher
training colleges in the Republic of Croatia and establish the contents that determine
the development of competences for the successful preparation and implementation
of extracurricular activities. The paper uses the method of working on
documentation. The task was the content analysis of study courses in integrated
undergraduate and graduate university study programs for school teachers in the
Republic of Croatia. The authors analysed and compared the integrated
undergraduate and graduate five-year university study programs in teacher training
at Croatian faculties in Osijek, Zagreb, Rijeka, Split, Zadar, and Pula. The criteria for
selecting integrated undergraduate and graduate five-year university study programs
for school teachers were the contents of compulsory and elective courses that
indicated the development of competences for the successful preparation and

implementation of extracurricular activities.
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4 Results and Discussion

4.1 The Syllabus for Teacher Training Faculty Programs in the Republic
of Croatia Determined by the Development of Competences for Work
in Extracurricular Activities

The authors gained the information that follows by reviewing the Integrated
Undergraduate and Graduate Teacher Training Programs at six (6) teacher training
faculties in the Republic of Croatia.

At the Faculty of Teacher Education in Zagreb, four modules are conducted in the
Integrated Undergraduate and Graduate Teacher Training Program. The authors
have singled out courses that are important for teachers’ successful preparation and

implementation of extracurricular activities.

Upon completion of their studies, the students acquire the competences necessary
for the complete upbringing and education of younger children (I1st — 4th grade of
primary school). The acquired qualification enables successful involvement in the
upbringing and education process, and it is based on general and specific
competences and additional competences acquired within the framework of a single
module (educational sciences, visual arts, computer science, and Croatian language)

for work in primary school.

The Integrated University Undergraduate and Graduate Study Program for Teachers
in Zagreb has the largest number (56) of elective courses aimed at creating and
performing extracurricular activities in various fields. Two courses are called
extracurricular activities and are focused on the organizational forms of specific

activities and skills such as hiking and horseback riding.

At the Faculty of Education in Osijek, three modules are taught: Developmental
studies, Computer Science, and English language. The Developmental studies
module, with its chosen subjects from Pedagogy, Psychology and Methodology,
broadly enables students to understand specific issues concerning upbringing,
education, and child development. The Computer Science module enables students
to use computer science technology in education and upbringing, and in the
upbringing and education of children on the topic of computer science in the first

four grades of primary school (Ministry of education and sports project of
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September 1, 2003). The English language module additionally enables students for
the early study of foreign languages for younger children.

Table 1: Courses in the Integrated Undergraduate and Graduate Teacher Training Program
in Zagreb

Faculty of Teacher Education in Zagreb

Croatian Media culture, Stage culture, Drama upbringing, Music practicum 3, Puppetry,

language Speech, Interdisciplinary approach to media.

module

Visual arts and  Drawing 1, Drawing 2, Spatial-plastic design 3, Spatial-plastic design 4,

culture Painting 1, Painting 2, Letter 1, Letter 2, Graphics 1, Graphics 2, Visual

module communication 1, Visual communication 2, Music practicum 1, Music
practicum 2

Computer Programming, Programming of educational program packages, Spatial-plastic

science design 1, Spatial-plastic design 2, Information systems, Computer networks,

module Advanced use of the computer and internet, Stage culture

Educational Spatial-plastic design 1, Spatial-plastic design 2, Music practicam 1, Music

science practicum 2, Media culture, Interdisciplinary approach to media.

module

Elective Instrumental training — Piano 1 and 2, Musical motivation in the initial learning

courses of reading and writing, Musical-scene processing of literary works 1 and 2,

Public performances of musical-scenic works 1 and 2, Composing music 1, 2,
3 and 4, Group music-making 1, 2, 3 and 4, Creative approach to reading,
Children’s literature and digital media, Kajkavian language treasure, Chess in
primary school 1 and 2, Editing kindergarten and school newspapers 1 and 2,
Croatian sign language 1, 2, 3 and 4, Homeland Heritage Research,
Volunteering in Education 1 and 2, Educational robots and microcomputers in
education, Extracurricular organizational forms of work — Mountain climbing
1 and 2, Boy scouts and schools, Winter 1, 2, 3 and 4, Human rights education,
Women’s history — Public history — Cultural history, Water ecology, European
national parks, Education for development, Religion and education —
Philosophical approach, Bioethics in education, Sculpture and ceramic design,
Visual design of puppet shows, Chamber vocal music, Musical animation,
Bilingualism in education and society,

Extracutricular organizational forms of work — horseback riding, Student
cooperatives 1 and 2, Swimming 1 and 2, Contemporary children’s books,
Sustainable development in early childhood.

Upon finishing their studies, students will have acquired competences used in the
wholesome upbringing and education of younger school-age children (Ist to 4th
grade of primary school). The acquired qualification enables successful work in the
upbringing and education process, and it is based on general and specific
competences and additional ones acquired within the individual module for work in

primary schools.
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The authors have singled out the courses that are important for teachers in their

work in extracurricular activities.

Table 2: Courses in the Integrated Undergraduate and Graduate Teacher Training Program
in Osijek

Faculty of Education in Osijek
Developmental World religions, Drama education, Visual communications and design.
studies module

Computer science Music playing 1 and 2, Art techniques and design in space, Mathematics

module and gifted students, Web programming, Computer for leisure time and
entertainment, Musical computer tools, Graphics, animations, and movies.

English language Music playing 1 and 2, Media culture, Art techniques and design in space,

module Ecology, Natural-geographical features of Croatia, Children’s media culture
in English.

Free elective Drama education, Children’s stage creation, Drama workshop in English,

courses Children’s musical creation, Native idiom, Information literacy, Rhythmic

gymnastics and dance, Swimming, Children’s artistic creation, Protection
and communication of art heritage in school and kindergarten,
Mathematics in play and leisure, Interculturalism in upbringing and
education, Extracurricular activities in the school curticulum, Bioethics,
Nonviolent communication, Ecological upbringing, Scouts and schools,
Knowledge of plants and animals, Local history, Technical sciences,
Extracutricular sports activities, extracurricular computer science and
technical activities.

The integrated undergraduate and graduate university study program for class
teachers has a total of 21 elective courses directed towards competences (knowledge,
abilities, skills and beliefs) for the preparation and management of extracurricular
activities, while 3 elective courses have extracurricular activity in their title. One
course refers to mountain climbing and creating extracurricular activities and the

other two are specific fields of extracurricular activities, such as sports and IT.

At the Faculty of Teacher Education in Rijeka, classes are taught without a module,
and the students (future teachers) acquire additional competences for the

organization of extracurricular activities through elective coutses.

The Faculty of Teacher Education in Rijeka, University Integrated Undergraduate
and Graduate Study of Primary School Education has five elective courses aimed at

creating and performing extracurricular activities.
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Table 3: Courses in the Integrated Undergraduate and Graduate Teacher Training Program
in Rijeka

Faculty of Teacher Education in Rijeka

Extracurricular One of the outcomes of learning is the development of a creative opinion

visual arts activities and expression in the field of Drawing, Painting, Three-dimensional
shaping, Graphics and design, Development of expert methodological
competences for the performance of art activities inside and outside art
culture teaching.

Folklore music The mentioned learning outcomes refer to the development of cognitive
skills: research, analysis, conclusion and interpretation of musical folklore
facts, which are characteristic and appropriate in teaching extracurricular
and out of school activities.

Extracurricular The mentioned outcomes refer to the capability of designing, organizing

music activities and creating differing music playing activities in classroom teaching. The
development of skills that in organized forms of work encourage children
to be creative and imaginative. Research teaching of science where
planning of teaching and learning of educational content in school and
out of school are emphasized.

Extracurricular The ability to perform experiments in science and mathematics and their
science and interpretation are emphasized.

mathematics

activities

In the introductory part, the teacher study program emphasizes how one of the
outcomes at program level is that the student (future teacher) recognizes and knows
how to apply the specific methodology in teaching all subjects in primary education
in regular, elective, supplementary and additional classes, and in leisure activities.
The students also, having passed their exams, will be capable of organising and
managing upbringing and education activities in cultural and art societies,
associations, museums, kindergarten institutions, primary schools — in particular
extended stays and in other institutions and organizations in the field of culture,
education and art. At the teaching program in Split, three modules are conducted:
early learning of foreign languages, Information-communication-technology

application in learning and teaching, and Sustainable development education.

Along with numerous elective courses, the authors singled out the courses shown in
Table 4.

One of the learning outcomes at the program level is to organize and implement a
variety of extracurricular and out of school activities. They are conducted in three
modules: Module of Croatian language and literature; Module of Art culture and, in

Gospié, the Module of Cultural and natural heritage.
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Table 4: Courses in the Integrated Undergraduate and Graduate Teacher Training Program
in Split

Faculty of Humanities and Social Sciences in Split, Department of Teacher Education

Visual arts group The learning outcome is to enable students to master various techniques
as a form of and materials of artistic expression.

extracurricular

activities

Activity in the Developing the skill of creatively designing eco-activities with the aim of
development of realizing upbringing values. These activities are especially attractive today,
ecological in times when we return to the outdoors and school gardens.

sensitivity in

children and plant

breeding

Stage culture Students understand the importance of stage culture in the education
program and the possibilities of introducing the child to theatre culture
offered in education. Students will thus know how to apply the basic
principles, teaching methods and forms of work in teaching the subject
of Stage culture. They will be able to stimulate and develop the basic
esthetical drives of the child and be able to organize activities related to
drama and puppet workshops and lead them independently at the
primary level.

Programming for Introduction to the basics of visual graphic programming language.

school age children

Table 5: Courses at the Integrated Undergraduate and Graduate Teacher Training Program
in Zadar

Department of Teacher and Preschool Teacher Education, University of Zadar
Module of Croatian language Literary, drama, and puppetry extracurricular activities.
and literature

Module of Art culture Art extracurricular activities.

Module of Cultural and natural Students acquire additional competences for the

heritage (in Gospic). organization of literary, drama, puppetry, and art
extracurricular activities.

Free elective courses Glagolitic alphabet and Glagolitic monuments, Ecology,

Drama workshop, Puppetry, Math games in school,
Rhythmic gymnastics and dance structures in early and
preschool education.

At the University of Zadar, students are offered a variety of elective courses, and
those that organise and implement various extracurricular and out of school
activities, as stated in their syllabuses as outcomes of learning the capacities, are:
Glagolitic alphabet and Glagolitic monuments, Ecology, Drama workshop,
Puppetry, Math games at school, and Rhythmic and dance structures in early and

preschool education.
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At the Faculty of Educational Sciences in Pula, English language and Computer

science modules are taught in addition to compulsory courses.

Table 6: Courses at the Integrated Undergraduate and Graduate Teacher Training Program
in Pula

Faculty of Educational Sciences in Pula

Module of English language Literary, drama.

and Computer science

Free elective courses Speech expression, Puppetry and stage culture, Working
with gifted students, Active learning strategies.

Compulsory courses Music letters and playing, Basics of ecology, Image design

and desktop publishing, Music playing 1 and 2, Media
culture, Basics of technical culture, Programming,.

The Integrated Undergraduate and Graduate University Teacher Study Programme
in Pula has a total of 4 elective courses focused on the preparation and
implementation of extracurricular activities, which is the lowest in relation to the
other 5 teacher training faculties and their study programs for initial teacher

education.

All teacher training faculties in the Republic of Croatia have elective courses that
expand student competences, as well as those of future teachers, to successfully
create an extracurricular curriculum of activities. Likewise, in the study programs at
teacher training faculties, there are modules that students may choose. Even though
at the level of study programs, the results of learning are stated, and they emphasize
the mentioned competences for work in extracurricular activities, the authors singled
out courses and modules that, according to them, are important for the development

of competences for working in extracurricular activities.

The results of the comparative analysis of the study programs within the Integrated
Undergraduate and Graduate Teacher Programs show that the Faculty of Teacher
Education in Zagreb has the largest number of compulsory and elective courses —
56 courses, which are aimed at creating and conducting extracurricular activities in
various fields, while the Faculty of Teacher Education in Osijek has 17 courses in 3
elective modules and 21 elective courses. One could state that in these study
programs, future teachers receive the necessary competences to work in

extracurricular activities in their future professional work.
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The other analysed study programs have fewer courses, specifically the Department
of Teacher and Preschool Teacher Education at the University of Zadar has 16, the
Faculty of Educational Sciences in Pula has 12, while the study program in Rijeka

has 6 elective courses.

A comparative analysis of study programs for primary school teachers (Zagtreb,
Osijek, Split, Rijeka, Zadar, Pula) showed that there is content for the preparation
and implementation of extracurricular activities in the future professional work of
teachers, but it differs in amount and type. The precondition for successful
upbringing and education, especially a successful school curriculum and

extracurricular activities within it, is quality initial teacher education.
4 Conclusion

Croatian faculties (6) that educate future teachers strengthen the future teachers’
competences for the preparation and implementation of extracurricular activities in
the names and contents of courses in their study programs and encourage sensibility
and the strengthening of students’ intercultural competences. The results of the
analysis of study programs shows a different degree of need in dealing with content
for the preparation and implementation of extracurricular activities. The results of
the work on the documentation refer to the contents written and available in the
analysed study programs for school teachers at Croatian faculties, but the practical
and actual application of these contents in teaching is original and special because
each professor is autonomous and creative in their course and can, more or less,
include contents for conducting extracurricular activities in their teaching, regardless

of the contents written in the study program.

One can conclude that, in Croatian integrated study programs for teachers,
numerous courses are being conducted, both elective and compulsory, that empower
teachers with competences for the organization and successful implementation of
extracurricular activities. Presently, there are numerous activities organized in school
that are interesting to children, and the great task of teachers is making children more
interested in extracurricular activities than in entertainment and hedonism. Children
are active participants in the learning process when a certain field is of interest to
them. The teachers — the leaders in extracurricular activities — must consider all

aspects of upbringing and education just as they would in regular teaching. Teachers
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are expected to discover the students’ strong sides and capabilities to focus on their
development in an encouraging learning environment. Teachers also need to be
counsellors and creators of the learning process that encourage independent
research and experimenting, and the adoption of new knowledge and skills
(Mlinarevi¢ & Brust Nemet, 2012). They must be at the disposal of their students,
they need to listen to them, take their suggestions into account, respect their
interests, and make decisions jointly with children on the contents to be represented
in their work and the manner in which the work itself will be conducted in groups.
One of the pre-conditions for the quality performance of extracurricular activities is
an adequately equipped school space with appropriate means and aids. Various
approaches to work, such as teaching in the field, projects, collaborative learning,

and similar contribute to the improvement of the quality of extracurricular activities.

Many students have difficulty in establishing relationships with their peers. Usually,
these students are aggressive by nature or too withdrawn or introverted. A child who
is withdrawn needs daily support from their environment, to be praised, and be more
frequently involved in group work at school. An extracurricular activity is an ideal
place to involve a withdrawn child in school life. Open communication and an
atmosphere that does not impose strictly framed work and learning just for better
grades are the elements that have a distinctly positive effect on the involvement of
every child. Hence, there is no fear of failure. The choice of activity is up to the
student and to their abilities.

The purpose of extracurricular activities is not only to fulfil the teaching program

but to become a continuous and stable culture for the students.

It must also be mentioned that some parents do make mistakes, as do teachers, so
they do not include children with lower grades in extracurricular activities, believing
that this will cause additional effort for them. A student must not be denied
participation in extracurricular activities owing to poor academic performance, but
a student must not be forced to participate in extracurricular activities for which they
have no interest, and especially the desire for inter-school competition. Success in
extracurricular activities can be an incentive for successful integration into the group,
which can prevent failure in the social field and avoid emotional difficulties which
are very often the cause of academic failure. The extracurricular activity programs in

primary school offer students the possibility of spending quality time. Their aim is,
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therefore, to include as many students as possible, regardless of their abilities, and
the learning outcomes of courses in higher education institutions should follow the

needs of school practice and the students’ interests in extracurricular activities.

References

Acar, Z., & Giindiiz, N. (2017). Participation motivation for extracurricular activities: Study on primary
school students. Universal journal of educational research, 5(5), 901-910.

Antovska, A., & Kostov, B. (2016). Teachers, students and extracurricular activities in primary
education. International journal of cognitive research in science, engineering and education,
4(1), 49-54.

Bognar, L., & Matijevi¢, M. (2002). Didaktika. Zagreb: Skolska knjiga.

Darling, N., Caldwell, L. L., & Smith, R. (2005) Patticipation in school-based cocutricular activities and
adolescent adjustment. Journal of Leisure Research, 37(1), 51-76.

Dubovicki, S., Svalina, V., & Proleta, J. (2014). Izvannastavne glazbene aktivnosti u skolskim kurikulima
[Extracurricular music activities in school curricula]. Skolski viesnik, 64(4), 553—578.

Fuduri¢, B. (2012). Mogucénost rada u izvannastavnoj aktivnosti [Opportunities for work in
extracurricular activities — the Reciting Group at Primary School Dubovac, Karlovac].
Napredak, 153(1), 107-116.

Ministarstvo znanosti, obrazovanja i $porta Republike Hrvatske (2006). Hrvatski nacionalni obrazovni
standard [Croatian National Education Standard]. Zagreb.

Ivanci¢, 1., & Sabo, J. (2012). Izvannastavne aktivnosti i njihov utjecaj na ucenikovo slobodno vrijeme
[Leisure Time and Music: Extracurticular and Out-Of-School Music Activities of Students in
Urban and Suburban Areas]. Ekvilibrij — Casopis studenata pedagogije Hrvatske, 1(1), 1-10.

Ministarstvo znanosti, obrazovanja i $porta. (2011). Nacionalni okvirni kurikulum za predskolski odgoj
i obrazovanje te opée obvezno i srednjoskolsko obrazovanje [National curriculum framework
for preschool education, compulsory and secondary education|. Zagreb: GIPA.

Milisa, Z., & Milaci¢, V. (2010). Uloga medija u kreiranju slobodnog vremena mladih [The role of the
media in the youth leisure time organisation]. Rijecki teoloski ¢asopis, 18(2), 571-590.
Mlinarevié, V., & Brust Nemet, M. (2012). Izvannastavne aktivnosti u Skolskom kurikulumu [Extra-
curricular Activities in the School Curriculum]. Osijek: Sveuciliste J. J. Strossmayera — Uciteljski

fakultet u Osijeku.

Mlinarevi¢, V., & Brust, M. (2009) Kvaliteta provedbe skolskih izvannastavnih aktivnosti [The quality
of the implementation of the school’s extracurricular activities]. In J. Vida, & T. Varju Potrebi¢
(Eds.), U sluzbi darovitih, I. medunarodna konferencija o radu s darovima,) (pp. 29-32.)

Peji¢ Papak, P., & Vidulin, S. (2016). Izvannastavne aktivnosti u suvremenoj skoli [Extracurricular
activities in contemporary school]. Zagreb: Skolska knjiga.

Svalina, V., Bistrovi¢, K., & Peko, A. (2016). Izvannastavne glazbene aktivnosti u prva Cetiri razreda
osnovne opceobrazovne skole [Extracurricular Music Activities in the First Four Grades of
Primary School]. Napredak, 157(1-2), 71-89.

Siljkovié, Z., Raji¢, V., & Berti¢, D. (2007). Izvannastavne i izvanskolske aktivnosti [Extracurricular
activities|. Zagreb: Odgojne znanosti, 9(14), 113—-145.

Umeh, Z., Bumpus, J. P., & Harris, A. L. (2020). The impact of suspension on participation in school-
based extracurricular activities and out-of-school community service. Social science research,
85, 1-14.

Valjan Vuki¢, V. (2016). Izvannastavne i izvanskolske aktivnosti ucenika — visestruke perspektive
[Extracurricular activities of students - multiple perspectives]. Skolski vjesnik, 33-57.

Zgili¢, S., & Kosta, T. (2009). Ucitelj — kreator izvannastavnih aktivnosti [Teacher — creator of
extracurricular activities|. Magistra Iadertina, 4(4), 160-172.



88

PERSPECTIVES ON TEACHER EDUCATION AND DEVELOPMENT




SYSTEMATICALLY GUIDED
REFLECTION ON TEAMWORK AS AN
OPPORTUNITY TO ENHANCE THE
PERSONAL AND PROFESSIONAL
DEVELOPMENT OF STUDENT
TEACHERS

ALENKA POLAK
University of Ljubljana, Faculty of Education, Ljubljana, Slovenia

alenka.polak@pef.uni-lj.si

Abstract Teamwork is an important generic competence in
teachers today, therefore well-developed teamwork skills in
student teachers should be an important study goal in modern
teacher education. Students’ teamwork competence can be
developed indirectly — using teamwork as an approach within
various courses, and directly — within a specific course, based on
a systematically-guided process of personal and professional
development in teamwork. A team represents a powerful
learning context; several intrapersonal and interpersonal
processes cause rich self-reflective and metacognitive learning.
Within the qualitative research approach, the method of content
analysis was used on 132 students’ written self-reflections on
teamwork experience as a part of the students’ portfolios. The
findings indicate that students’ in-depth self-reflection on their
own teamwork experience contributes significantly to their
personal and professional development. The findings are
discussed in relation to various theoretical models of team
dynamics. Some suggestions for future teacher education and

ideas for future research are highlighted.

£
-m- DOI https://doi.org/10.18690/um.pef.1.2023.6
o ISBN 978-961-286-718-8

University of Maribor Press

Keywords:
teamwork,
self-reflection,
personal
development,
professional
development,
student teachers,

portfolio



90 PERSPECTIVES ON TEACHER EDUCATION AND DEVELOPMENT

1 Introduction

The ability to cooperate with colleagues and to work in teams is recognised as an
important generic interpersonal competence in the field of teacher education. The
ability to work in a team as a generic competence was also stressed within the Tuning
Project (Tuning Educational Structures in Europe, 2008), as a leading project of the
European restructuring process regarding teacher education. Teacher education
experts emphasise the need for greater cooperation between teachers. Research
shows that teacher cooperation and teamwork increase the efficacy student learning
and positive interdependence among teachers, as well as enhance informal reflection
and interpersonal feedback (Schleicher, 2019). The university restructuring process
in Slovenia took place at the beginning of the 215 century, and almost every empirical
study on student teachers’ necessary competences emphasized collegial cooperation
and teamwork as an important competence in modern teachers (Razdevsek Pucko,
2004; Razdevsek Pucko & Rugelj, 20006, Peklaj, 2010).

The role of contemporary teachers, who can share the professional vision to be
reflective experts in their field and pedagogy, as well as important role models for
students, demands constant updating and upgrading of their repertoire of
approaches, methods, and knowledge. Competent teachers represent a powerful
source of professional capital for future generations (Hargreaves & Fullan, 2012), and
because they are long-term “influencers”, it is very important how carefully they are
educated and trained. Teamwork can also lead to a culture of efficacy, recognised from

the point of view of teams, school collectives, or broader society (Bloomberg &
Pitchford, 2017).

The literature on teamwork emphasizes that the teamwork approach among teachers
should be introduced, applied, evaluated within a systematically guided process, and
accompanied with reflection (Arcaro, 1995; Brady, 2009; Buckley, 2000; Day, 1999;
Polak, 2014; Reynolds, 1994; Tom, 1997; Vangrieken et. al., 2014). Day (1999, p.7-
8) sees teamwork as one of the main trends in contemporary education and
according to him, it should be one of the school demands, because “Teaching takes
place in a world dominated by change, uncertainty and increasing complexity.” [...]
“Schools are confronted by a number of changes, which lead to several demands,
beside many others (e.g.: commitment to education for all, an extension of the period

of initial schooling, recognition of the growing importance of lifelong education etc.)
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also to increasing emphasis on teamwork and cooperation”. According to Brady
(2009), communities of teachers can provide a better space for an individual teacher
to direct their own development, while being provided the opportunities to be
supported and challenged by their peers, as well as exposed to the research and

expertise of other educators and professionals.

1.2 Enhancing of Teamwork Competency as Part of the Professional
Development of Student Teachers

A successful program of teacher professional development should be based on
critical and intellectual discussion, which can only be developed in a group of
teachers (Yaxley, 1991; Bell & Gilbert, 1996). To develop the teamwork
competences of teachers, the university teaching process needs to include various
approaches and teaching methods, directly and indirectly focused, with the aim to
motivate student teachers for teamwork in a school context (Polak, 2014). Teacher
teamwork cannot be learned on the basis of someone else’s experience with
teamwork, it needs to be systematic and designed as a step-by-step approach based
on learning through the individual’s own experience. Learning within a team includes
learning about oneself, learning about others, learning from the others, and learning
about the group. Team planning, team teaching and team evaluation encourage
teachers to be involved in the process of sharing experiences, views and opinions,
as well as developing collective responsibility for teaching and learning. Teacher
teamwork as a learning context ensures psychologically rich processes based on the
dynamic nature of social interactions within the team (interpersonal perception,
relationships, communication, problem solving, etc.), thus lifelong learning “in” and
“about” teamwork should become the permanent way of coping with changes and
reaching team goals (Polak, 2007).

Mumford (1999) divides the outputs of various training programs, including a
teamwork-training program into knowledge, skills and insight. When we learn in the
context of teamwork, the learning process includes acquiring information from
others in the group, tapping into the expertise of others, awareness of skills and
techniques used by others in the group, as well as awareness of the interaction
between oneself and others and between others. Within teamwork, team members
practice their personal communication skills, skills of influencing and listening, and

many other teamwork skills. Some teamwork experts (Bloomberg & Pitchford, 2017;



92 PERSPECTIVES ON TEACHER EDUCATION AND DEVELOPMENT

Brock & Grady, 2009; Keville et al., 2017) teamwork skills define through the list of
desirable personal traits, competences and teamwork strategies. Regarding the team
members’ insights and attitudes, Mumford (1999) stresses the importance of the
awareness of why individuals interact together in the way they do and the awareness

of why the team achieves or does not achieve its objectives.

Teamwork is a very successful way of coping with challenges and achieving team
goals. Gordon (2018) points out that the most important task of a team is to create
a culture — but not just any culture. It must be a positive culture that energizes and
encourages team members, fosters positive relationships and successful teamwork,
empowers and enables team members to learn and grow, and provides an
opportunity for team members to do their best work (Gordon, 2018). A positive
team culture can be established when team members: (1) work together toward a
shared vision with a greater purpose, (2) enhance optimism, positivity, and belief in
success, (3) transform and remove negativity, (4) communicate with and connect to
each other, (5) commit to and care for each other, and (0) strive to become better.

“Because no one creates success alone” (Gordon, 2018, p. 1).

1.3 The Program of Systematic Enhancing and Motivating (Student)
Teachers for Teamwork

The Teammork (Student) Teacher Training Programme — A Developmental Approach, designed
by the author of this paper (Polak, 2001; 2003), is a 30-hour training program, which
can be applied both as a training program for in-service teachers, as well as a course
for students in programs of teacher education. Through carefully designed intra-
personally and inter-personally focused activities, several aims of the program could
be accomplished. The whole process is based on a step-by-step approach, which has
to be carried out without time-pressure. In general, the main aim of the program is
to stimulate personal motivation for teamwork in educational practice, to raise the
level of (student) teachers” professional reflection, and to ensure their professional
development in the field of teamwork. The main purpose of the program was the
author’s (Polak, 2003) assumption that teamwork activities, designed as special
assignments within the program (e.g., completing questionnaires, writing a portfolio,
team discussions) would stimulate (student) teachers’ higher level of cognitive, social

and emotional activity through their focused reflection on teamwork dynamics and
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psychological processes within a team. The main goals of the program (Polak, 2003)

are:

(1) to introduce the (student) teachers to the theoretical, mostly psychological and
pedagogical, background of teamwork in the field of education;

(2) to increase (student) teachers’ self-awareness and critical self-perception for
interpersonal within-team communication;

(3) to identify their concepts of teamwork and their conceptions of interpersonal
differences among team members;

(4) to enhance the sincere verbalisation of personal fears, negative and positive
expectations regarding teamwork, towards other team members and school
principals;

(5) to analyse past positive and negative teamwork experiences and to achieve critical
insights on problems, mistakes and conflicts within the team;

(6) to analyse participants’/students’ formal and informal roles in the team;

(7) to ensure that the (student) teachers get an authentic teamwork experience of
team planning, team teaching and team evaluation;

(8) to reflect and share personal experiences of teamwork and intra-personal insights
about constructive and destructive team processes; and

(9) to analyse problems and communication conflicts accompanying teamwork and
introduce the most appropriate strategies for resolving them, and (10) to evaluate

the advantages and obstacles of teamwork in education practice.

The most important part (as well as the goal) of the program is focused on the
implementation of team planning, team teaching and team evaluation in educational
practice. Other goals can also be reached within the program because a team is a
very powerful and unpredictable learning environment. Through the process of
learning within a team and through teamwork, (student) teachers experience several
psychological dimensions of teamwork, increase their level of teamwork

competency, and consequently progress in their professional development.

Previous research results on the application of the program in educational practice
show that engagement in the program evidently contributes to the participants’
personal and professional development. In a qualitative study of Slovenian primary
school teachers (Polak & Devjak, 2010), many of the participating primary education
teachers highlighted that they acquired new knowledge about teamwork — this was
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identified by almost one third of the sampled teachers (32.6%). The second most
frequent answer was that during the active teamwork in the program, teachers were
more able to reflect on teamwork processes and their dynamics in a deeper and
broader manner (14.0%). More than 10% of the participating teachers reported that
under the influence of the program, they improved their team planning and
perceived conflict in a different manner than they had before (both 10.5%). Some
teachers reported that through the guided process of reflection within the program,
they had the opportunity to confirm their own views, ideas and suggestions about
teaching (7.5%), recognized the approval of their work (7.0%), learned how to
evaluate their work in a more systematic way (5.8%), learned how to improve their
motivation and communication within the team (4.7%), and learned how to develop
new teamwork skills (2.3%). In their written answers, they noted that the process of
teamwork within the program stimulated their professional development in many
ways, mostly in the direction of gaining a broader and deeper understanding of team

dynamics and the need for lifelong learning through teamwork experiences.

1.4 The Process of Systematically-Guided Reflection on Teamwork

The Teammwork (student) Teacher Training Programme — A Developmental Approach program
was designed to foster several intrapersonal and interpersonal psychological
processes, e.g., trust, respect, communication, social petception, role identification,
problem solving strategies, etc. (Polak, 1999). To reach students’ awareness of their
own feelings, attitudes, communication, and actions regarding teamwork, the
process of reflection needs to be guided carefully and systematically, with respect to
the students’ intimate feelings and their preparedness to “explore” and to disclose
their inner selves. The authors’ past teaching experiences show that this can be
achieved only through an in-depth critical reflection from the point of view of both:
a) students’ reflection about themselves as team members as well as b) their
petception of other team members (Polak, 1999; 2012; 2014). According to the step-
by-step approach of the program, various teaching methods within the course (e.g.,
lectures, questionnaires, assessment checklists, written and oral reflections,
discussions in pair or teams, plenary discussion, hypothetical problem solving,
experienced learning of teamwork, etc.) and a psychologically safe and trusting
environment need to be established. To enable sincere and open communication,
there should be a democratic and trusting climate within the group of students.

Student teachers should also have enough time to experience all these activities,
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didactically shaped as lectures, tutorials, team planning, team teaching and team
evaluation, without any time pressure. Time pressure might represent a source of
anxiety and a de-motivational factor for the implementation of certain changes in

their team-teaching approach.

The program activities, presented above, were designed to foster the individual
(student) teacher’s awareness of the importance of oral and written critical reflection.
The leader of the program (e.g., a university teacher) must therefore be very sensitive
and flexible; the participants must be guided through individual reflection, feedback
on the process must be given, and the participants should share their thoughts and
insights individually or on a team level. During the program, an individual’s
expressions of their expectations and feelings are stimulated in an oral and/or
written way. Honest and sincere oral reflections contribute to an open team climate
and group cohesion; and the written reflections, as a part of their personal portfolios,
represent an authentic documentation of their personal and professional
development. Within each activity they experience in the program, students are
asked to write down their impressions, attitudes, thoughts, dilemmas, feelings, etc.
In the writing process, students are allowed to write in their own style. According to
the goals of the study course, their portfolios consist of several chapters, based on
the following specific assignments: (1) a written reflection on the student’s personal
conception of teamwork; (2) a written reflection on their own fears and positive
expectations regarding teamwork; (3) a critical analysis of their team roles and
teamwork skills; (4) a critical reflection on their team communication, and (5) the
report and written reflection on their personal teamwork experience in the
educational practice (e.g., primary school, kindergarten etc.) must include all phases
of the process — team planning, team teaching, and team evaluation. The students
introduce their projects and teamwork experiences at the plenary session in front of
the whole study group (team teaching). The (student) teachers are encouraged by the
leader of the program to be personally focused (e.g., focus on relationships, feelings,
intra-personal and interpersonal perception), critically focused (e.g., focus on
doubts, dilemmas, critical thoughts), problem-focused (e.g., focus on the
identification and exploration of teamwork problems, conflicts within the team), and
technically focused (e.g., team teaching content, time-management, teaching
approaches, didactics methods and tools) in their written reflections (Louden, 1991).
According to the pioneer of the written reflection — Schén (1983), during the

practical experience of teamwork in educational practice, student teachers



96 PERSPECTIVES ON TEACHER EDUCATION AND DEVELOPMENT

experienced reflection-in-action (during team teaching) and reflection-on-action
(during the team evaluation). One can assume there was also an intensive process of
reflection during the team-planning phase, which can be called “reflection before

action” with the strong anticipation of students’ behaviour in the classroom.
1.5 The Aim of the Study

The aim of the study was to identify the extent to which students in the 20 cycle of
the Special and Rehabilitation Education study program reflected on and evaluated
their professional development through experiencing the abovementioned training
program (Polak, 2001; 2003), which was implemented in the Teanmork and supervision
course. The program was applied with the purpose of encouraging student teachers
to utilise teamwork, and to implement and develop their teamwork skills and their
competency for professional reflection. The focus of this study was on the students’
personal teamwork experiences in educational practice and their self-recognition of

professional development.
2 Method

The study was based on the qualitative research approach, using the method of

content analysis on the students’ portfolios.
21 Participants

The sample included 132 students from the first year of the 27 cycle of the Special
and rehabilitation pedagogy study program (Module for special developmental and
learning difficulties) at the Faculty of Education at the University of Ljubljana. All
of them were females aged 23 to 24. The sample consisted of four generations of
students: 31.8% were of the 2013/2014 school year, 29.5% were of the 2014/2015
school year, 12.1% were of the 2015/2016 school year, and 26.5% wete of the
2016/2017 school year (all before the COVID-19 pandemic). All generations of
students in the sample took the same course with the same teacher (i.e., the author
of the program, A. Polak), so one can safely assume that they experienced similar

content and similar situational learning in the university context.
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2.2 Data Analysis

The students’ portfolios were analysed using the method of content analysis. The
data was not anonymous, because the portfolios included some personal
information (e.g., first name, last name, study program, year of study, team members,
etc.). The first order categories were established on the basis of theoretical expertise
in the field, and open-coded categorisation was used during the categorisation. The
following nine categories (areas of professional development) were created: team
role development, linking teamwork experience with theoretical knowledge,
communication skills development, analysis of individuals’ strengths and
weaknesses, identification of teamwork benefits, recognition of positive
interdependence, personal attitudes towards teamwork, personal importance of
teamwork experience, and impact on individuals’ own personal development as a

part of professional development.
3 Results and Discussion

In using content analysis on the students’ portfolios, the students’ insights
regarding their professional development under the influence of their teamwork
expetrience during The Teammwork (Student) Teacher Training Programme — A
Developmental Approach program were the focus. The students’ written reflections
on the teamwork program were one of the chapters in their portfolios. Figure 1
presents the percentages of the students’ most frequently recognised categories

as indicators of their professional development during the program.

Linking the theorv and expetience | 14 %
Personal development I -3 "
Attitudes toward teamwork E_— 27%
Recognition of strengths, weaknesses I - o
Identification of teamwork benefits I %
Team roles development pEEEG—G—S—GGGGGEEE o,
Recognition of importance of team N -
work experience ‘
Communication skills’ development N/ o/
Positive I o, 7
0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60% 70 9% 80 %

Figure 1: Categories recognised as indicators of professional development by percentage of
students (N = 132)
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3.1 A Positive Interdependence Between Team Members

The results show that more than two thirds of the students (67%) in our study
mentioned a positive interdependence between team members in their written
reflections. In every teamwork situation, positive interdependence is a basic
condition for effective teamwork, based on trust, the assignment agreements of all
team members, and shared responsibility for reaching team goals. The positive
interdependence manifested in quality cooperation among team members,
complementary and constructive communication, good relationships within the
team, and the team members’ dedication to the team goals. Without positive
interdependence, it is impossible to reach team goals (Lantz et al., 2020; Maddux,
1996; Polak, 2007). The students in our study recognised that they accomplished

much more than they would have in individual work:

— T would like to point ont that for both of us this teammwork was an experience that helped
to improve onr relationship. As the special educator |as a team member from the school]
pointed out in the evaluation, this probably wouldn’t have happened if we had not
established a relationship, based on trust, adequate communication, respect, a mutnal

desire to achieve a common goal, empathy, similar values, ete.” (I. S.)

As many researchers emphasize (Lantz et al., 2020; Polak, 2007), positive
interdependence provided the feeling of psychological safety because the
students shared responsibility and reliability with others:

—  “When 1 thounght about my feelings during the team teaching lesson, I admit that of
course I was a little bit scared, but on the other hand, 1 was nuch calmer than if I bad
been teaching by my own. I fnew I wasn’t alone in the classroom and that I conld turn
on to my colleagnes for belp, if I were in trouble, and this gave me a sense of security.”
(N5,

—  “Knowing that 1 shared responsibility for teaching meant a lot to me. 1 felt relieved, but
I also knew that I was expected to participate actively.” (B. M.)

They also expressed the important role of commitment to the team:

—  “We are both strongly committed to the teamy this relationship has formed throngh
our past, very positive collaborative experiences, as well as a confidential and

respectful relationship.” (K. K.)
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As seen in the above quotes from the students’ written reflections, the students
recognised their professional development in experiencing shared responsibility for
teaching; they felt that other team colleagues trusted them, and consequently they
felt much more competent and had more trust in themselves. Confidence within the

team is an important factor of team commitment and team efficacy (Aranda et al.,
1998; Lantz et al., 2020).

3.2 The Development of Communication Skills

Verbal and nonverbal communication are the basis for establishing effective
teamwork (Chivers, 1995; Maddux, 1996; Streshly & De Mitchell, 1994). In almost
every text about teamwork, communication is emphasized as an important aspect
of the professional development of teamwork members. In our study, 64% of the
student teachers recognised their improved communicational skills as the evidence
of their professional development, caused by their teamwork experience within the
program. This was explained by the importance of team members being present at

the team meetings in person, as well the importance of non-verbal communication:

—  ‘“I’s important that everyone is present at the team meeting in person, so the non-verbal

side of communication, agreement and disagreement can be visible during the making of

decisions.” (U. 1..)

The student teachers emphasized the role of non-verbal communication, which can
be, as Vec (2005) stated, a very powerful expression of relationships between team

members, as well as feelings, attitudes and members’ intentions:

—  “There were moments when non-verbal communication was just enough to understand

each other.” (M. ].)

Constructive and successful communication is a very important factor for
relationships in the team, which helps team members to build team (group)
cohesiveness (Dunbar, 1993; cf. Vec, 2005).

—  “After a really successful collaboration, my teacher and I have made a great deal of
progress in the field of interpersonal relations, personal values, professionalism. We both

bad a sense of fulfilment, satisfaction and success, and we have certainly improved our
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analysis skills, listening skills, skills of constructive criticism and last but not least, open

communication, which I believe is crucial for any cooperation.” (S. K.)

The student teachers in the study also emphasized the importance of feelings of
psychological safety, without feeling pressure from more experienced team
members. Namely, the student teachers could sometimes feel unequal in the

relationships and communication:

— T feel like I communicated with ber in a more cantions way, and 1 was more careful
about what I was going to say, becanse 1 wanted her to have a good opinion of me. At
the same time, I did not feel such a strong pressure that came from the position of power
of the special education teachers, as those who know more and have more experience,
that I would not be able to be honest and gennine. So, 1 was not afraid to express a
certain doubt about the choice of activity for students, or to give feedback that may not

have been so consistent with the view of the other team members.” (M. 17.)

In the team, it happens quite often that the most experienced team member has
more initiative and takes a leading role in team-teaching (Polak, 2007; 2012), which
could cause other team members to feel unequal. In the case of student M.V, her
sense of safety and equity was strong enough for her to have the courage to express
her opinion openly. In their written reflections the students confirmed that
confidence; the feeling of safety and equity are very important parts of successful
communication, and they recognized their improvement and professional
development in this aspect. Effective teams develop a team culture of trust and
psychological safety (Aranda et al., 1998; Arcaro, 1995; Lantz et al., 2020; Polak,
2007; Robbins & Finley, 1995) through constructive communication, e.g., by
sharing ideas and information, by recognising feelings of acceptance, and through

appreciation of individuals’ work.

To conclude, in almost every study, team communication is recognized as an
aspect of teamwork that team members need to improve, especially listening
skills and assertiveness (Chivers, 1995; Da Fonte et al., 2017; Malone &
Gallagher, 2010; Pratt et al., 2017, Lantz et al., 2020 etc.)
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3.3 Recognition of Individuals’ Own Teamwork Experiences as a Factor

in Professional Development

In their portfolios, more than half of the student teachers from the sample (55%)
explicitly mentioned their recognition of the great importance of their personal
teamwork experience as a factor in their professional development. The student
teachers commented that this experience enabled them to gain insight into the
reality of team-teaching and helped them to identify the advantages of teamwork in

education:

—  “With this [team-teaching] experience, 1 have gained a valuable experience of how team
teaching and insight into the work of a classroom teacher will help me a lot in practice.

I also became even more aware of the importance and strength of team teaching.” (IN.

5.

In gaining teamwork, and especially team teaching, experience, the student teachers
recognized that teamwork skills could be trained exclusively by experiencing
teamwork in person and others’ experiences cannot be as powerful a learning

context as their own:

—  “Although there are different trainings and exercises that can belp us develop our own
teanork skills in a controlled environment, we can still only get the experience of
teanmwork in practice.” (B. B.)

—  “This kind of experience of team teaching enriched me professionally. You should do
this more often because you learn a lot of new things; you get a lot of new ideas for
different activities in the classroom.” (K. C.)

The authentic personal experience challenges individuals’ positive and negative

expectations and prejudices regarding teamwork:

— Ay one of my biggest obstacles I would like 1o stress the prejudices or some opinions 1
had in the past about teachers in practice. 1 was often afraid to be active becanse I am
young and unexperienced. 1 assumed that 1 wonld not be seen as equal or competent
enongh! It was during this teamwork that 1 received a confirmation that it [the
attribution of feelings] is not ahways the case!” (S. P.)
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Through the personal experience of teamwork in educational practice, the student
teachers in our study also recognised that teamwork takes a lot of energy and is time-
consuming, but it can be a good platform for the reflective learning of all team

members:

— T found [the teammork] very exhausting and extensive at first, but when we
systematically shared the work, that feeling disappeared. I liked that I played an
important role in the team and that I was an important part of the whole process. At
first, I excpected the older teachers to take over the leading of the team, but that was not
the case. Even on the contrary, 1 had the opportunity to work with another, ‘older’ and
mnch more exiperienced teacher, and I was able to learn a lot more.” (A. J.)

— T also learned a lot about myself through the teammwork experience. Participants

constantly set up a mirror in which I could observe my reaction, communication, skills,

ere.” (K. L.)

As can be seen from the quotations taken from the student portfolios, the teamwork
expetrience was a very special learning situation for student teachers, where they felt
safe and where they could make mistakes, get support and tips on how to correct

them:

— T also liked a safe environment, where 1 felt accepted and where I had the confidence
that if 1 matke mistakes, nothing scary wonld happen, but I'll get an adyice or a
recommendation on how to avoid or correct the mistakes in the future. I realized how
important it is to feel safe at work — namely, if a person feels safe, then it will be easier
to risk and try new things, new ideas, to look for new ways without trembling abont
how the environment will accept it. But at the same time, the person will probably move
forward more quickly and ensure for herself that she will not stay in the same place and
fall into routine work, which will be as everyone else does.” (8. H.)

The student teachers realized, as every research study on teamwork shows, that the
individuals’ personal engagement in teamwork in educational practice importantly
contributes to their professional development, especially in the field of teamwork
skills and communication skills. These findings are similar to the findings of
Pancsofar and Petroff (2013) on a sample of 129 teachers. The teachers in that
study, who reported more opportunities to learn about co-teaching from pre-

service and in-service training, were more confident in their co-teaching practice.
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However, only the sample of in-service teachers, trained for teamwork,
demonstrated a higher level of interest and more positive attitudes towards co-

teaching than the teachers, who reported less frequent training in co-teaching.
34 Team Role Identification as a Part of Professional Development

The self-identification of team roles is usually a spontanecous process within the
team, and it evolves from the goal-defining phase in team dynamics and crucially
contributes to team effectiveness (Belbin, 1993; Polak, 2007). For reaching team
goals it is very important that team members are aware of their own strengths and
weaknesses, as well as the roles that are needed but not present in the team.

The student teachers in the study perceived the importance of role identification
within their team; half of them (50%) highlighted the importance of analysing roles.
The students reported that they learned something new about themselves and

recognized themselves in several different roles:

—  “With this task, 1 got a good experience of teanmork. I found it important for team
menbers to understand each other well, that the roles have to be coordinated and carefully
distributed among members. I also found ont that I can’t have a single role on the teansy

I found myself in multiple roles — even in those, which are not evidently manifested.”

K. T)

The team role identification process also gave the team members confidence that
somebody in the team would take over various assignments and be supportive to
other members of the team. Their field of expertise played an important role, as well

the perception of specific competences and confidence within the team:

—  “Because the special education teacher was working with a group of students for a long
time and knew everything much better than I did, she took the role of coordinator of the
team. That was a big help to me, becanse I knew I conld count on her belp if something
went wrong.” (K. L.)

— T also felt good in my role, becanse I knew I could get a support and understanding, if
I forgot something or did something wrong” (I. F.)
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Individual team members’ strengths could be seen as an opportunity to manifest
their expertise, while self-identification of their own weaknesses could also be an
opportunity for their colleagues to express their strengths (Polak, 2012). The formal
and informal role identification process could be a very powerful psychological
mechanism for improving the acceptance of individual team members’ specific
personal characteristics and professional competences, which leads to individuals’
higher awareness of their personal responsibility in relation to the team. According
to Pratt et al. (2017), the responsibilities in the team should be divided according to
the principle of personal comfort, professional expertise and evaluation, which is

especially important in the phase of team planning.

3.5 Recognition of Teamwork Advantages as Evidence of Professional
Development

Teamwork in education has many advantages, and some authors (e.g., Buckley,
2000) divide them into the following three categories: advantages for students,
advantages for teachers, and advantages for the whole institution. For 41% of the
student teachers in the sample, the recognition of teamwork advantages was
evidence of their professional development. They recognized advantages primarily
in better classroom management, more flexible teaching, and more interpersonal

support between the team members.

In their reflections, the student teachers primarily identified the advantages that

teamwork has for students and teachers:

—  “We concluded that while the work was exhausting, we were much more effective than
we would be as individuals. 1t took us a lot of time, but less as if we were doing it alone.
The students’ results were significantly better.” (A. L.)

—  “Team teaching has its advantages; we were less occupied because we split work equally.
We had better control over the students and together we were able to include and check

on all the students’ work, so that no one was excluded or less active.” (K. C.)

= “Teammork in education has opened me up to new perspectives of thinking and
perception of teanmork. 1 believe that teanwork is of paramount importance; both for
students who have more support and assistance if there are two teachers in the classroom,
as well as for the teacher himself, who receives immediate feedback on bis work.” (K.
c)
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—  “The implementation of team teaching has once again given me a confirmation of my
work, it makes work easier for us, and it just makes the lesson more diverse and of

better quality.” (N. L.)

In this study, the advantages for students were mostly recognized in the teachers’
better classroom management, as well as in professional confirmation, collegial
teedback and support, as Buckley (2000) emphasizes. There are many other
advantages for the students, teachers and educational institutions, as several studies
on teamwork in education confirm (Arcaro, 1995; Buckley, 2000; Chivers, 1995;
Polak, 2007).

The student teachers in the study also recognised the importance of the
heterogeneity of the team members, and they were aware of the outcomes of this

phenomenon:

—  “Although there are differences in the number of experiences, opinions, views and
knowledge between us [team members], it is this beterogeneity that has influenced us tfo
get new ideas all over again, of what else to include, what else to do, how and why.” (].

Buckley (2000) emphasizes that teamwork could elicit new teaching perspectives,
developed through individual (intrapersonal) cognitive conflicts and social-cognitive
(interpersonal) conflicts in their cognitive system (Yaxley, 1991), which leads us to
conclude that teamwork constructs a very “rich” social context for the professional
development of (student) teachers (Polak & Devjak, 2010).

3.6 Analysis of Strengths and Weaknesses as a Part of Professional

Development

The activity of guided individual reflection on personal strengths and weaknesses,
which can represent important obstacles of effective teamwork, was also part of the
program. Of the student teachers, 30% stated that this reflection process stimulated
their professional development, especially if they had the opportunity to manifest

their strengths in the team:
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— T felt quite comfortable performing, as both special education teachers allowed me to give
ideas myself and co-design onr workshop with the children. Becanse 1 had the opportunity
to work in my strong field, I had a high motivation and desire to successfully do a job.”

(H.N)

When team members have the opportunity to express themselves through their
strengths (personal characteristics, professional competences, habits, talents, etc.)
and to compensate for their weaknesses with the support of their colleagues, this
enables the feeling of safety within the team (Polak, 2012).

3.7 Recognition of Positive Attitudes Towards Teamwork

Positive attitudes to teamwork are an important precondition and promotor of
successful teamwork (Polak, 2003; 2007). Of the student teachers, 27% expressed
that during the course their attitudes towards teamwork changed in a positive
direction. They confirmed the influential role of attitudes, especially in relation to

motivation for teamwork:

—  “In this [teammork] experience, 1 realized that a personal attitude towards teannvork
is very important, and also the ones of others, which can either inhibit or enconrage
enthusiasm in the team.” (S. G.)

The positive attitudes of team members towards teamwork, especially the
motivational dimension of attitudes, increase motivation for practising teamwork
(Chivers, 1995; Polak, 2003) and vice versa — positive experiences with teamwork
enable more positive attitudes towards teamwork to develop (Polak, 2003) and lead

towards new experiences of teamwork.
3.8 The Recognition of Personal Development

A team can only develop through the personal and professional development of its
members — both individually and as a whole entity (Polak, 2003). Teamwork
involves the process of establishing relationships and developing various
interpersonal skills that have a particular impact on the personal aspect of

professional development. After the teamwork experience, the student teachers
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were stimulated to reflect on their experience. They gained deep intra-personal
insights, as well as critical thoughts about themselves and their colleagues:

o “Only the work ‘on self directs us to raise awareness and reflect the dimensions of
teammwork, and consequently leads to our personal development. Sometimes it is hard to
accept well-intentioned criticism, but I have realized from my experiences, that this is the
only way we can grow and develop ourselves.” (P. K.)

o “Becanse we worked in the field of developing social skills, about which I do not have so
much knowledge, 1 was inexcperienced. My team colleague felt similarly, but she was the
first one to admit this fear. 1 felt relieved. Then, I also admitted my fear alond.” (E. S.)

o T my opinion, the main advantage of the team teaching was the personal growth of all
of us involved in the teammwork, becanse we had to work fogether, negotiate and adapt to
each other all the time.” (K. K.)

In the study, 23% of the participating student teachers noted that focusing on their
own internal psychological processes improved their awareness and increased the
monitoring of their own progress. The results of the study on the teamwork of 86
primary education teachers (Polak, 2003) showed that teamwork has a powerful
influence on personal development. During the program of enhancing teamwork
(the same as in this study), the teachers reported that they became more self-
confident (18.6%), more tolerant toward others’ opinions and ideas (17.4%), more
self-reflective (16.3%), more assertive (16.3%), and more sensitive regarding team
problems (11.6%). In this field, there is a lack of research findings, especially based

on quantitative methodology.
3.9 Linking Theory with Personal Teamwork Experiences

In every new experience in which we feel insecure, it is good to support our
experience with theoretical knowledge from professional literature. New insights
into teamwork thus enable us a better understanding of oneself and others and
promote critical thinking, as well make sense of the reality of the team (Polak, 2007).
Of the students in this study, 14% reported that the personal experience of
teamwork allowed them to test certain professional propositions and theoretical

principles they had learned in class and when reading:
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—  “Tn team planning and evaluation, my expectations were better matched to reality, so 1
think we can prepare well for what'’s happening in the team, and only experience can
prepare us for what's going on in the classroom.” (B.B.)

As can be seen, the student teachers also recognized the importance of professional

reflection and its strong connection with all phases of teamwork.
4 Conclusion

A team as a social group with very intensive and unpredictable processes enables
rich intrapersonal and interpersonal psychodynamics and thereby represents a very
powerful learning context. The results of the content analysis of (student) teachers’
portfolios confirmed that the personal experiences of teamwork within the course
on the teamwork had a great formative effect — regarding content analysis of the
written reflections they contribute to recognisable personal and professional
development. The student teachers in this study recognised several areas of
professional development, influenced by the program of systematic guided
reflection on teamwork (The Teammwork (Student) Teacher Training Programme — A
Developmental _Approach). The majority of the participating student teachers
recognised the following positive aspects in their professional development:
positive inter-dependence with others in the team, development of communication
skills, and the recognition of the importance of teamwork experience and team role
development. The student teachers from the sample mentioned the identification
of teamwork benefits, the recognition of their strengths and weaknesses, more
positive attitudes towards teamwork, their personal development, and the process
of linking theory and practice in the field of teamwork as the ‘evidence factor’ of
their professional development. The personal experience of teamwork in the study
allowed the participating student teachers to develop their personality traits, and to
explore their internal impulses, fears and weaknesses, etc. At the same time, the
professional development of teaching staff is an every-day and longitudinal process.
The findings show that the process of writing a portfolio can be a useful ‘tool’ to
express insights into one’s professional development — manifested in a personal
‘document’, as well as a stimulus for achieving new theoretical knowledge on
teamwork. The portfolio enables the comparison of personal insights and
observations with research findings, insuring the reflection process on the highest

level of critical reflection, e.g., the integration of personal views and theoretical
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background in the field of experience (O’Hanlon, 1991). The results also show that
for more focused critical reflection on their teamwork, student teachers should be
engaged in a systematically guided, theoretically supported, carefully monitored, and
permanently evaluated process of learning by practising teamwork. Only personal
expetiences enable their process of linking theory and practice in the field of
teamwork. Learning about teamwork must be a compulsory part of the under-
graduate and post-graduate teacher education programs (Polak, 2014) as well as in-
service teacher training (Devjak & Polak, 2007) to ensure the continuity of

(student)teachers’ professional development.

Note
The author expresses special thanks to Iva Jenko, Special education teacher at Milan Sustersi¢ Primary
school in Ljubljana, for her contribution to this study.

References

Aranda, E. K., Aranda, L., & Conlon, K. (1998). Teams: structure, process, culture and politics. Prentice Hall.

Arcaro, J. S. (1995). Teams in education. creating an integrated approach. St. Lucie Press.

Belbin, M. R. (1993). Team roles at work. Heinemann.

Bell, B., & Gilbert, J. (1996). Teacher development. A model from science education. The Falmer Press.

Bloomberg, P., & Pitchford, B. (2017). Leading impact teams: building a cultnre of efficacy. Corwin.

Brady, L. (2009). “Shakespeare reloaded” — teacher professional development within a collaborative
learning community. Teacher Development, 13(4), 335-348.
https://doi.org/10.1080/13664530903578215.

Brock, B. L., & Grady, M. L. (2009). From difficult teachers to dynamic teams. National Association of
Elementary School & Corwin, Sage Company.

Buckley, S. J. (2000). Tean teaching — what, why and how? Sage publications.

Chivers (1995). Team building with Teachers. Kogan Page.

Da Fonte, M. A., & Barton-Arwood, S. M. (2017). Collaboration of general and special education
teachers: perspectives and strategies. Intervention in  School and Clinic, 53(2), 99-106.
https://doi.org/10.1177/1053451217693370.

Day, C. (1999). Developing teachers. The challenges of life-long learning. Falmer Press, Taylor and Francis
Group.

Devjak, T., & Polak, A. (2007). Nadaljnje izobragevanje in usposabljanje delavcev v v3goji in iobragevanju
[Continuing Education and Training of Teaching Staff]. University of Ljubljana, Faculty of
Education.

Gordon, J. (2018). The power of a positive team. proven principles and practices that matke great teams Great. Wiley.

Hargreaves, A., & Fullan, M. (2012). Professional capital. 1.ondon: Routledge, Taylor and Francis Group.

Keville, S., Conlan, L., Adlington, B., Brindley, R., Abraham-Smith, K., Shaverin, L., Simpson, L., &
Nel, P. W. (2017). Can voicing conflict within experiential learning groups facilitate
connection? Building and developing effective multi-disciplinary team-working skills. Reflective
Practice, 18(1), 55-66. https://doi.org/10.1080/14623943.2016.1251408.

Lantz, A., Ulber, D., & Friederich, P. (2020). The problems with teammwork and how to solve them. Routledge.

Louden, W. (1991). Understanding teaching continuity and change in teachers’ knowledge. Teachers’
development, Techers College Press.

Maddux, R. B. (1996) Team building. An exercise in leadership. Kogan Page.



110 PERSPECTIVES ON TEACHER EDUCATION AND DEVELOPMENT

Malone & Gallagher, 2010. Special education teachers’ attitudes and  perceptions of teamwork.
Remedial and Special Education, 31(5), 330-342. https://doi.org/10.1177/0741932509338362

Mumford, A. (1999). How groups and teams learn. In R. Steward (Ed.), Gower handbook of team working,
173-190.

O’Hanlon, C. (1991). Risky business? The use of diaries in teachers’ action research. Participary enquiring in
action, the classroom action research network. University of East England.

Pancsofar, N. & DPetroff, J. G. (2013). Professional development experiences in co-teaching:
associations with teacher confidence, interests, and attitudes. Teacher Education and Special
Eduncation, 20 (10), 1-14.

doi: 0.1177/0888406412474996

Peklaj, C. (2010). Teacher competencies and edncational goals. Shaker Verlag.

Polak, A. (1999). Prispevek psihologije v procesu spodbujanja in razvijanja timskega dela v Soli
[Psychology in the process of enhancement of teamwork in schools]. Psiboloska obzorja
[Horizons of Psychology], 8(4), 27-35.

Polak, A. (2001). Aktivnosti za spodbujanje in razvijanje timskega dela: prirocnik 3a timsko delo v soli [Activities
for enhancing and developing teamwork: a handbook for teamwork in schools|. Univerza v
Ljubljani: Pedagoska fakulteta.

Polak, A. (2003). Program usposabljanja uliteljev 3a timsko delo [ The programme for educating teachers for teannyork).
Doktorska disertacija. Univerza v Ljubljani: Filozofska fakulteta, Oddelek za psihologijo.

Polak, A. (2007). Timsko delo v vzgoji in izobragevanju [Teamwork in education]. Modrijan.

Polak, A., & Devjak, T. (2010). Teamwork of teachers as a context and an approach for stimulating
life-long professional development. In G. Mészaros, 1. Falus & M. Kimmel (Eds.). Responsibility,
challenge and support in teachers’ life-long professional development: proceedings of the 35th annnal conference
of ATEE, 2, 361-369. Budapest: Association for Teacher Education in Europe (ATEE).
http:/ /www.ateel.org/uploads/atee2010_proceedings_final.pdf.

Polak, A. (2012). Ragvijanje in reflektiranje timskega dela v vrfcn [Development and reflection of the
teamwork in kindergarten|. Priro¢nik za timsko delo v vrtcu. Univerza v Ljubljani: Pedagoska
fakulteta.

Polak, A. (2014). Timsko delo v dodiplomskem in podiplomskem izobrazevanju specialnih in
rehabilitacijskih pedagogov kot spodbujevalec refleksije in profesionalnega razvoja. In T.
Devjak (Ed.), Partnerstvo Pedagoske faknltete Univerge v 1jubljani in vigojno-izobragevalnib institucy.
Univerza v Ljubljani: Pedagoska fakulteta (pp. 105-115). http://www.pef.uni-
lj.si/ fileadmin/Datoteke/Posvet/ Posvet-PeF_strokovna-monografija.pdf.

Pratt, S. M., Imbody, S. M., Wolf, L. D., & Patterson, A. L. (2017). Intervention in School and Clinic, 52(4),
243-249. doi.org/10.1177/1053451216659474.

Razdevsek Pucko, C. (2004). Kaksnega ucitelja potrebuje (pricakuje) danasnja (in jutri$nja) sola? [What
kind of teacher does today’s (and tomorrow’s) school need (expects)?| Sodobna pedagogika, 2004,
posebna izdaja, 52—-74.

Razdevsek Pucko, C., & Rugelj, J. (2006). Kompetence v izobrazevanju uciteljev [Adult Education
Teachers” Competencies for the Implementation of Sustainable Development]. In S. Tancig &
T. Devjak (Eds.), Prispevki k posodobitvi pedagoskil studijskib programov. Ljubljana: Evropski
socialni sklad, Univerza v Ljubljani, Pedagoska fakulteta, 30—44.

Reynolds, M. (1994). Group work in education and training. Ideas and practice. Kogan Page.

Robbins, H., & Finley, M. (1995). Why teams don’t work: what went wrong and how to make it right.
Peterson’s/Pacesetter Books.

Schleicher, A. (2019). Sole za ucence 21. stoletja. Mocni vodje, samozavestni ucitelji, inovativni pristopi [Schools
for 21st-Century learners. strong leaders, confident teachers, innovative approaches]. Sola za
ravnatelje.

Schon, D. A. (1983). Reflective practitioner: How professionals think in action. Basic Books.

Streshly, W. A. & De Mitchell, T. A. (1994). Building meaningful interpersonal relationships. In C. J.
Downey, L. E. Frase & ]J. J. Peters (Eds.), The Quality Education Challenge. Corwin Press, Sage
Publication.

Tom, A. R. (1997). Redesigning teacher edncation. New York: State University of New York Press.



A. Polak: Systematically Guided Reflection on Teammork as an Opportunity to Enbance the

Personal and Professional Development of Student Teachers it

Tuning Educational Structures in Europe (2008). Universidad de Deusto. University of Groninger.

Yaxley, A. R. (1991). Developing teachers’ theories of teaching. A touchstone approach. The Falmer Press.

Vangrieken, K. & Dochy, F. & Raes, E. (2016). Team learning in teacher teams: team entitativity as a
bridge between teams-in-theory and teams-in-practice. Eurgpean Journal of Psychology in
Education, 31(3). dot: 10.1007/510212-015-0279-0.

Vec, T. (2005). Komunikacija — umevanje sporazuma. Svetovalni center za otroke, mladostnike in starse v
Ljubljani.



112 PERSPECTIVES ON TEACHER EDUCATION AND DEVELOPMENT




INSHIP: TOWARDS QUALITY IN
TEACHING PRACTICE OF PRE-
SERVICE TEACHERS

URSKA ZERAK, NEZA PODLOGAR, ZLATAN MAGAJNA,
MOJCA JURISEVIC

University of Ljubljana Faculty of Education, Ljubljana, Slovenia
urska.zerak@pef.uni-lj.si, neza.podlogar@pef.uni-lj.si, zlatan.magajna@pef.uni-lj.si,
mojca.jurisevic@pef.uni-lj.si

Abstract In this paper, the authors present the results of a
qualitative study about teaching practice in pre-service teacher
education. The study is part of the international project INSHIP,
which aims to develop educational innovation through a
complementary partnership model for teaching practice. Using
the SWOT matrix, the authors explored the views of university
teachers, teacher mentors, students, and deputy head teachers
about the teaching practice in two study programs at the
University of Ljubljana, Faculty of Education. The results
showed that participants expressed both strengths (e.g., students
gain experience and insight into the teaching process; schools
meet potential future employees) and weaknesses (e.g., the gap
between theory and practice) of the existing teaching practice.
The participants’ perceptions of opportunities and threats were
directed toward improving the quality of the organizational (e.g.,
duration and schedule) and systemic (e.g., mentor selection)
elements of teaching practice, as well as its content and
interpersonal relationships among different stakeholders
involved in teaching practice. The findings suggest that greater
involvement of schools is needed in systemic, organizational, and
content issues pertaining to teaching practice. Collaborative
partnerships between faculties and schools are crucial for the

effective implementation of teaching practice.

£
-m- DOI https://doi.org/10.18690/um.pef.1.2023.7
o ISBN 978-961-286-718-8

University of Maribor Press

Keywords:
teacher education,
quality assurance,
teaching practice,
SWOT matrix,
complementary

partneship



114 PERSPECTIVES ON TEACHER EDUCATION AND DEVELOPMENT

1 Introduction: Teacher Education in Slovenia

In the Slovenian education system, teacher education is regulated by legalisation for
preschool and higher education sectors, which establishes the teacher profiles
required at certain levels of the education system, the educational qualifications of
teachers, and other elements of the regulated profession (e.g., introduction to the
profession, working conditions, professional development, and salaries). The
teaching profession in Slovenia is regulated by law, and pre-school teachers must
complete the first cycle of studies (bachelor’s degree), while primary and secondary
teachers must complete a second cycle of studies (mastet’s degree) (Eurydice, n. d.;
Komljenovi¢ & Zgaga, 2012; OECD, 2016). Teachers in Slovenia are required to
have five years of initial teacher education (Master’s level, ie., 300 ETCS).
Exceptions are pre-school teachers and teachers of professional subjects in
vocational and technical upper secondary education, who must have at least three
years of initial teacher education (i.e., 180-240 ECTS). Primary school teachers
complete a five-year qualification at faculties of education (i.e., 4+1, 300 ECTS).
Secondary and upper secondary school teachers follow concurrent or consecutive
modules of TE at faculties of education or other faculties. All teachers must pass a
state professional examination, i.e., the State Teacher Certification Examination,
which is taken before the National Examination Board for professional competency
examinations in the field of education and appointed by the Ministry of Education,
Science and Sport of the Republic of Slovenia (Pravilnik o izobrazbi uciteljev in
drugih strokovnih delavcev v izobrazevalnem programu osnovne $ole, 2012). In
Slovenia, there are three public universities that offer study programs in teacher

education (TE), in Ljubljana, Maribor and, since 2003, in Koper.

The faculties of education at universities are the most important institutions for pre-
and in-service TE. They offer study programs for pre-school and primary school
education and some programs for two-subject teachers. In addition, there are some
study programs at other faculties (e.g., Faculty of Arts, Biotechnical Faculty, Faculty
of Natural Sciences and Engineering), that also offer some teacher education
programs, especially for subject teachers in various academic and art domains, as
well as in physical education. Universities or other higher education institutions
determine all teacher education programs autonomously, and the curricula are
designed at the faculty level and approved by the university senates (Pravilnik o

izobrazbi uciteljev in drugih strokovnih delavcev v izobrazevalnem programu
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osnovne $ole, 2012). On the other hand, there are formal provisions in higher
education legislation, so universities must accredit teacher education programs. The
ministry responsible for pre-tertiary education, which is also the employer of
preschool and school teachers, is not involved in the accreditation process. Quality
assurance in initial teacher education is part of the national (internal and external)
quality assurance system in higher education, developed in a European and
international context. Teacher education programs are structured according to two
models: concurrent and consecutive. All future teacher programs should have at
least 60 ECTS credits out of 300 ECTS credits (second cycle) dedicated to
educational contents (Komljenovi¢ & Zgaga, 2012).

At the University of Ljubljana, approximately 10% of students are involved in
teacher education programs. General admission requirements are regulated by the
Higher Education Act, and applicants must meet selective requirements to
participate in initial TE (Regulation and legislation, n. d.). These may vary depending
on the type of study program or the number of available places. Students are required
to provide their Matura (final high school examination) examination certificates,
except for Pre-school education, where admission requirement is either the Matura
exam or the Professional Matura, after completing a 4-year upper-secondary
program in pre-school education or health care. The selection criteria in case of
limited places are determined by the individual study program (Valenci¢ Zuljan et
al., 2011).

According to the law, professional development is both a right and a duty for
teachers. Each teacher is entitled to five days of professional development per year.
Teachers receive points for participating in specific programs, which are necessary
for career advancement. In-service teacher education is regulated and financially
supported by the Ministry of Education, Science and Sport. Higher education
institutions, public in-service teacher education centres, teacher unions and teacher
associations, private-sector training centres (e.g., language schools) and others (e.g.,
NGOs, private companies) may offer in-service professional development courses.
The special committee under the auspices of the Ministry of Education, Science and
Sport is responsible for the accreditation and evaluation of in-service courses
(Komljenovi¢ & Zgaga, 2012).
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Since 2009/10, the Faculty of Education at the University of Ljubljana has offered
seven first-cycle study programs (BA/BSc) and twelve second-cycle study programs
(MA/MSc). It also offers a doctoral program titled Teacher Education and
Educational Sciences, which is divided into the two scientific areas of the program
title: Teacher Education and Educational Sciences. The program organises various
in-service programs for teachers and school counsellors within the framework of
continuous professional development and in accordance with the regulations for
higher education (Faculty of Education, 2017).

11 Teaching Practice in the Framework of Pre-Service Teacher
Education

In the reformed Bologna study programs (4+1 or 3+42), teaching practice
(hereinafter TP) in schools is an obligatory part of education; it is allocated at least
15 ECTS of the full 300 ETCS. It is organized and carried out according to the
principle of reflective practice and must allow students to integrate subject-content
and pedagogical-professional knowledge by gradual introduction into teaching and
the teaching profession. It is organized differently in different study programs —
from four to ten weeks of TP in undergraduate study programs, and to some extent
also at the master’s level, mostly as research work (i.e., preparation of the master’s
thesis) (JuriSevi¢ et al., 2007b). Before entering the profession, teachers can follow a
ten-month induction program (a traineeship), with a mentor assigned to them, or
they can apply for open-recruitment job positions, where beginning teachers receive
mentoring support. The induction phase prepares them to take the state professional

examination to become fully qualified teachers (Valenci¢ Zuljan et al., 2011).

Teacher mentors do not need to have any additional education/training. Because
they are mentors, they usually receive points in the career development system. They
can apply for mentorship themselves or school management can give them
responsibility for mentoring student teachers. There is no additional payment for
mentorship, except that which is included in the regular salary in case of a promotion
(JuriSevi¢ et al, 2005). Mentors should be competent in the following areas:
understanding the model of teaching practice, knowledge of adult learning and
teaching, knowledge of the characteristics of each stage of student professional

development, identification of individual student needs, communication skills in the
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mentoring process, guiding, monitoring, and evaluating students’ work in TP,

planning, implementing, and evaluating mentoring (Jurievic et al., 2007b).

Student interaction with a mentor, who has good teaching skills, provides
appropriate feedback, and establishes a good relationship with students in the
classroom, is critical to the successful implementation of TP (Hill & Brodin, 2004).
The mentor’s role is to help the student with time management, assessment, use of
various learning strategies, relationship and conflict management, and classroom
management (Paula & Grinfelde, 2018). Developing a professional relationship
between mentor and student provides an opportunity for both parties: students can
learn how to plan and deliver lessons from their mentor, how to manage time, select
topics, and deal with various problem situations. Mentors can encourage younger

colleagues to be collaborative and to reflect on their work (Vr$nik Perse et al., 2015).

The partnership model of mentorship assumes that learning about teaching and
learning to teach aims to improve practice within schools. The core of this model is
to understand that close relationships and collaboration are key to learning for both
the mentor and the student (Hudson, 2013; Trevethan, 2017). During TP students
develop competences in a variety of areas: didactics-methodology, communication,
development of professional self-awareness, self-regulation, and educational

management, as well as a narrow subject area (JuriSevi€ et al., 2007b).

At the Faculty of Education at the University of Ljubljana, TP has a rich history,
dating back 70 years; it is conceptualised based on theoretical and empirical research.
The main outcomes were produced by two projects, one in 1996/2004, i.e., Project
Partnership I and II (JuriSevi¢ et al., 2005; 2007a), and the broader University of
Ljubljana project titled Quality Assurance at University of Ljubljana, which took
place between 2012 and 2015 (Jurisevic, 2017). Quality assurance in TP has been
guaranteed by the faculty’s TP Committee since 2014; the TP in different study
programs is monitored and evaluated internally on a yearly basis (by academic staff
and mentors from schools) and externally (by the university evaluation system). A
model for quality assurance in teaching practice has been developed (Jurisevic et al.,
2007b). The model consists of seven core indicators (i.e., assessment criteria,
taxonomy of practical knowledge, authentic assessment, teacher mentor
competences, teacher educator competences, student teacher self-regulation, and

assessment of teaching practice) and four supporting pillars (ie., system,
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organization, content, and relationships), resulting in a total of 22 quality indicators
(Jurisevic, 2017).

Collaboration with mentors in the primary schools takes place directly through
communication with university teachers and staff or indirectly through contacts that
students themselves make with mentors, thus strengthening their social skills.
Communication takes place in various ways, by phone, online or live, when faculty
teachers and staff are involved in the implementation of activities in schools, and at
different stages of TP: during the preparation of the TP program, during its
implementation, and at the end with the evaluation of the learning content,

processes, and student performance (JuriSevic et al., 2007b).

The quality of TP is constantly monitored and evaluated at the level of individual
implementations and study programs, and it is supported by the TP Committee of
the Faculty, which promotes and guides the quality assurance of TP. Formative and
summative evaluation (oral, written, individual, group) includes all participants in TP
(students, faculty members, mentors in primary schools). Participants’ satisfaction
with the implementation of the individual TP is monitored and evaluated in the
context of joint analyses at schools or faculties and in written form by completing
questionnaires after completion of the individual TP (Kristl et al., 2007).

1.2 Teaching Practice for Primary Teachers and Subject Teachers at the
Faculty of Education, University of Ljubljana

1.2.1Primary Teacher Education Study Program

Teaching practice (TP) for prospective primary teachers is organized in the first and
second cycle programs — it takes place along the entire educational vertical and its
content is upgraded every year, in the form of observations and performances within
individual didactic subjects and as pedagogical practice, integrated and independent
Table 1 to Table 4. In the first two years of the first cycle, TP is included in four
subjects within the pedagogical part of the study program (Developmental
Psychology, Didactics, Theory of Education, Educational Psychology). TP is carried
out within the scope of the professors of these subjects, while in the third and fourth
years of the first cycle, TP is organized within individual didactic subjects; it is led
by professors of subject didactics. In the third year, students take turns teaching and
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observing in groups of three, and in the fourth year, they teach in collaboration with
a mentor. Mentors at primary schools may be qualified primary teachers with at least
five years of teaching experience; specialized training for mentoring is desirable. At
the Faculty of Education, TP is led by habilitated university teachers and teaching
assistants in individual subjects, mostly by university teachers of subject didactics

(JuriSevi¢ et al., 2007a; Primary Teacher Education, 2017).

A student who achieves 60 ECTS from the pedagogical part of the program (criteria
of the Council for Higher Education), of which at least a quarter is accounted for in
TP, is recognized as qualified, which is a prerequisite for enrolment in the second
cycle (master’s) program. In the second cycle, TP is given in the form of project
work and is included in the Research of Practice subject (6 ECTS), which is an
upgraded form of TP compared to the first cycle. In the project work, students use
action research to identify and solve current problems in practice, from which they
can then develop topics for their master’s theses. Project work in TP is
complemented by faculty activities (exercises and seminars) that take place in other
subjects in this program. Upon completion of their individual TP, students submit
the required assignments (e.g., report, diary, and portfolio) to university teachers,
who evaluate them and provide feedback for the students (JuriSevic¢ et al., 2007b).
The Faculty of Education has contracts (collaboration agreements) with all
institutions where students complete teaching practice (Primary Teacher Education,
2017).

Table 1: Student teaching practice model in the first cycle Primary Teacher Education study
program at the Faculty of Education, University of Ljubljana.

1st year

Type of practice Research

Scope and framework .
. . 2nd semester, 15 days in May
of teaching practice ’

o Registered school and extracutricular educational activities for
Prospective institutes :
children aged between 6 to 12

. . Qualified primary teacher with at least 5 years of teaching
Mentoring conditions .
expetience

Primary Teacher Education: 60 hours in class and/or out of
class, the structure (performances, observations, conducting
Main activities research) depends on the research problem.
Primary Teacher Education with English: observations and

performances in English lessons
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Table 2: Student teaching practice model in the first cycle Primary Teacher Education study

program at the Faculty of Education, University of Ljubljana

15t year 2nd year 3 year 4th year
Duration 2 weeks 2 weeks 3 weeks 3 weeks
Prospective institutes Primary school  Primary school  Primary school  Primary school
1x5 days
Execution 2><5. days continuous; Continuous Continuous
continuous 1x5 days
intermittent
Purpose Observational Assistance Guided Independent
1 day
10 days 14 hours observing, 14
Main activities 10 da-ys Obs<‘:rvling and teaching and days teaching
obsetving assisting the about 45 hours all subjects
teacher obsetving except foreign
languages
Work method Individual Individual Groups of Individual
three students
Didactics };d?cg t1lo na}
Link to subject(s) Syeholosy All special All special
and curricula Developmental didactics didactics
Psychology Theory. of
’ ’ Education
Ch.01c§ of lesson M M M M
objectives
Preparation review M M M, F M
Lesson observation M M S, M, F M
Lesson analysis M M S, M, F S, M
Report review F F F F
Assessment of M.F M, F M.F M.F
petformance § § §
Analysis/Evaluation
of teaching practice at Yes Yes Yes Yes

the faculty

Note. S — cartied out by a student; M — cartied out by a mentor in primary school; F — carried out by a faculty

teacher or faculty staff.

Table 3: Student observation and performance model in the first cycle Primary Teacher

Education study program at the Faculty of Education, University of Ljubljana

Number of performances per student 8
Number of observations in performances ~10x8
Choice of lesson objectives M

Help in preparing the lesson MF
Preparation review M, F
Obsetvations S, M, F
Performance analysis S,M, F
(Partial) assessment of performance M), F

Note. § — carvied ont by a student; M — carried out by a mentor in primary school; F — carried ont by a faculty teacher or faculty staff.
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Table 4: Student teaching practice model in the second cycle Primary Teacher Education
study program at the Faculty of Education, University of Ljubljana

1st year
Type of practice Research
Scope and framework of
teaching practice

2nd semester, 15 days in May

Registered school and extracurricular educational activities for children
aged between 6 to 12

Mentoring conditions Qualified primary teacher with at least 5 years of teaching experience
Primary Teacher Education: 60 hours in class and/or out of class, the
structure (performances, observations, conducting research) depends
on the research problem.

Prospective institutes

Main activities

Primary Teacher Education with English: observations and
petformances in English lessons

1.2.2 Two Subject Teacher Study Program

Teaching practice (TP) for future teachers of two-subject study programs is
organised in the first cycle programs, i.e., in the third and fourth years (Table 5). The
complexity of the context of TP is gradually increasing. It is carried out in the form
of observations and student performance in a particular subject didactic topic from
two selected subject areas. It is also conducted in the second year of the program
and as independent TP. An individual student is educated to teach two subjects in
parallel from the following areas: Biology, Chemistry, Computer Science, Home
Economics, Mathematics, Physics, and Technology. Although all orientations follow
a unified concept and methodology of TP implementation, there are some possible
differences between orientations, resulting from the specific content of a particular

subject orientation (JuriSevi¢ et al., 2007a; Faculty of Education, 2017).

Specifically, TP in the Two-Subject Teacher program includes three types of
practicums: (1) continuous TP, (2) student performance outside TP, conducted in
collaboration with mentors from schools and under the supervision of academic
staff, and (3) student observations outside TP, in which students participate in and
analyse regular classes, often supervised by academic staff. Continuous TP includes
8 ECTS (4 weeks total for both subject areas), and the remaining credits are for other
forms of TP. As mentioned above, 34 and 4% year students have continuous TP,
which lasts for two weeks each (5 days for each subject area). The TP is conducted
simultaneously for all students, during the school semester, therefore, conducting

TP results in a disruption of all other study activities at the faculty. For most
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students, TP is conducted at the same school for both subject areas. The
implementation and organisational aspects of TP in different subject areas are
consistent only in terms of duration and administration, and all content and other

organisational aspects of TP are specific to every subject area (Magajna, 2005).

In the second cycle program, TP is carried out in the form of exercises and research
work in individual subjects, and in the preparation of a master’s thesis, but not in
the form of ECTS credits. Prior to enrolment in the second level of the study
program, the candidate must provide evidence of practical experience in the field of
education amounting to 15 ECTS. Candidates may prove their experience with work
certificates from their employers or by completing a study program that included at
least 15 ECTS of TP in the field of education. The obligations are determined by
the Senate of the University of Ljubljana, Faculty of Education (UL PEF) on the
proposal of the Commission for Postgraduate Studies at the second level of UL
PEF, according to the diversity of the professional field. The candidate may fulfil
these study obligations during the first cycle, in continuing education programs, or
by passing specific subject examinations before enrolling in the master’s program
(The two-subject teacher, 2017).

Table 5: Student teaching practice model in the Two-Subject Teacher first cycle study
program at the Faculty of Education, University of Ljubljana

3ud year of study 4th year of study
Function Independent Independent
Length and approximate term Takes place in the spring Takes place in the spring
semester in the form of 5 semester in the form of 5
working days for each subject  working days for each subject
area area
Envisaged institutions Primary schools* Primary, secondary vocational

and technical schools*

Conditions for mentors At least 5 years of teaching experience in teaching the chosen
subject®
Estimated number of student Biology: 3-5/3-5; Physics: Biology: 3-5/3-5; Physics: 8-
petformances/obsetvations 6/4-6; Home economics: 3/5; 10/2-4; Home economics:
Chemistry: 3-5/3-5; 3/5; Chemistry: 3-5/3-5;

Mathematics: 8/8; Computer Mathematics: 8/8; Computer
science: 6/4; Technology: 5- science: 3/1; Technology: 5-
6/5 6/5
Note. *Teaching practice in Computer Science is carried out in all primary and secondary schools, and the written
period of the mentor’s teaching experience is only a desirable condition.
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The mentor for student teachers at partner institutions or the teacher mentor at a
school may be a two-subject teacher of the relevant subject with at least five years
of relevant professional experience; special training for mentoring is desirable. At
the university, TP is led by habilitated university teachers and teaching assistants in
specific subjects. Upon completion of each individual form of TP, students submit
the required assignments (e.g., report, diary, portfolio) to academic staff, who
evaluate them and provide feedback or grades (Ferk Savec & Wissiak Grm, 2017).
The Faculty of Education has contracts or cooperation agreements with all
institutions, where students conduct TP based on the complementary partnership

model.

1.3 The Present Study

TP is one of the key components of the study programs in pre-service teacher
education. The purpose of the present study was to examine the current state, best
practices, and challenges in implementing TP at the Faculty of Education, University
of Ljubljana in order to enhance and ensure more effective and comprehensive
professional development experiences for prospective teachers (Cagran et al., 2007,
Jurisevic, 2007a; 2007b; 2017; Lawson et al., 2015).

2 Method

A qualitative research design was chosen to capture the complex experiences of the
various stakeholders involved in teaching practice (TP) in the two study programs
at the Faculty of Education, University of Ljubljana. The contextual analysis was
conducted using the SWOT matrix.

2.1 Participants

The participants were stakeholders involved in the TP in two different study
programs at University of Ljubljana, Faculty of Education: Primary Teacher
Education (PT) and Two-Subject Teacher education (TST). Specifically, the
participants were 12 third- and fourth-year students (7 PT, 5 TST), 9 university
teachers (4 PT, 5 TST), 11 teacher mentors (4 PT, 7 TST), and 2 deputy head
teachers from partner elementary schools. Altogether, 29 of the participants were

female and five participants were male.
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2.2 Instruments

Data collection for the SWOT matrix was slightly different for different
stakeholders.

University teachers, teacher mentors and deputy head teachers completed the
SWOT matrix (strengths, weaknesses, opportunities, and threats). In the
instructions, they were asked to reflect on the implementation of TP, and the
following possible areas were listed: instructions for mentoring and implementing
teaching practice, content and tasks of the practice, student competences, practice
organization (duration, year, communication with the faculty), cooperation between
the mentor and the student in implementing the activities, cooperation with faculty
or teacher-mentor, satisfaction with the mentoring role, feedback to the student,

student assessment, and acceptance of the student in the team.

Students completed the SWOT matrix online. In the instructions, they were invited
to reflect on their experiences with implementation of the TP that they performed
in their previous years of study. The matrix was further elaborated, listing the

following aspects of TP implementation:

- instructions and preparation for TP;

— activities and tasks in TP;

- organization of TP (e.g., duration, academic year);
- documentation of TP (e.g., practice diary);

- cooperation with mentors;

- experiences with students;

— TP feedback and evaluation;

- acceptance among school staff; and

- fulfilment of expectations for TP.

The last category was ‘other’ in which the participants could write about their

experiences during TP unrelated to the aspects listed above.



U. Zerak, N. Podlogar, 7. Magajna, M. Jurisevié: INSHIP: Towards Quality in Teaching

Practice of Pre-service Teachers 125

2.3 Procedure

First, all participants were presented with the main objectives of the study and
invited to participate. Data were collected through an online survey (students) and
emails (university teachers, teacher mentors and deputy head teachers) from
February to April 2020. The data received from all participants were analysed and
categorised according to the SWOT framework, using comparative content analysis

to distinguish the main general and representative responses (Leiber et al., 2018).

3 Results

The qualitative results are presented according to the content areas of the SWOT
matrix. First come the strengths of the teaching practice (TP), followed by the
weaknesses and possibilities for its implementation. The authors conclude with an

analysis of threats covering all four areas of the SWOT matrix.
31 Strengths

In general, the participants highlighted the following strengths of TP: (a) instructions
for TP are clear, informative, and relevant, (b) activities during TP are well
distributed, (c) students are well prepared for TP, (d) evaluation and reflection after
cach TP, (e) students gain experience and insight into the teaching process, (f)
students are accepted by teachers and school staff, and (g) students are active and

involved in various school activities.

Specifically, deputy head teachers highlighted two main strengths: (a) teacher
mentors and schools learn new approaches from students., and (b) schools get to

know prospective teachers for recruitment reasons.
In addition, participants in the PTP program pointed out the following elements:

- TP is conducted in the program every academic year (5);
- the complexity of TP gradually increases throughout the study program (S,
M),

- experienced teacher mentors provide useful advice and feedback (S, F);

!'S — students; M — mentors in primary school; F — university teachers; H — deputy head teachers.
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the majority of teacher mentors are good (F);

students gain experience with different groups of children because they can
choose different schools and classes (§);

teaching practice is graded “pass” or “fail” (§);

time to reflect and discuss classroom events (M);

students explore different teaching approaches, introduce innovations, and
help students with special needs (M);

good integration of TP content with study modules/subjects (M, F);

good organization and cooperation between the university and schools (F);
the interests of students are taken into account in TP (F);

students are involved in teamwork (M, F); and

good planning, consistent monitoring, and final evaluation (F).

Furthermore, TTP participants highlighted the following elements:

3.2

preparations for lessons are reviewed early (§);

students’ reports from TP are useful for their future teaching (§);

TP is assessed remotely, so it is useful to write longer reports (§);

students bring new ideas and new perspectives to the classroom (M);
mentors receive timely instructions on expected student activities and how
to assess them during TP, so they can organize what is needed (M, I);
students have the basic knowledge to carry out the planned activities (M);
students frequently attended the school, where they do their TP and are
therefore motivated and engaged (M),

TP is a point where mentors in schools and academic staff share ideas (F);
good coordination between academic staff and mentors leads to effective
TP (F); and

students receive feedback from both their mentors (during TP) and
academic staff (after TP) (F).

Weaknesses

The participants noted the following weaknesses in TP: (a) not enough TP, (b)

incorrect understanding of instructions for TP, doing only what is written and no

more, (c) ovetly comprehensive journals or reports, (d) submission forms, reports,

and instructions are different for different subjects, and (¢) some mentors are
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incompetent: they do not respond to students, are not willing to help them, impose

their opinion, do not have enough time, and do not take mentoring seriously.

Specifically, the deputy head teachers pointed out three main difficulties in the
implementation of TP: (a) the time period for TP should be more in line with the
school calendar and curriculum, (b) the gap between theory and practice in terms of
student knowledge and expectations, and (c) weak collaboration between school

teachers and university teachers before implementing TP.

In addition, the participants from the PTE program identified the following

weaknesses:

- too many observational activities and not enough active teaching (5);

- some students never teach in all primary school grades (5);

- not enough knowledge and experience for teaching students with special
needs (5);

- too extensive and similar evaluation of TP for different subjects (§);

- teacher feedback is not specific, holistic, or critical enough (5);

- mentors are overloaded with too many students (§);

- some students lack independence in class (M);

- some students receiving feedback from mentors do not distinguish between
personal and professional communication (M);

- there is not enough time to adequately plan and evaluate teaching practice
E);

- unregulated status of teacher mentors, which causes demotivation among
teacher mentors (F, H); and

weak collaboration between faculty and schools or head teachers (F).
Specifically, TTP participants described the following shortcomings:

- lesson preparation should not be reviewed by teachers (§);

- two weeks is not enough time for a student to feel comfortable and
confident in class (§);

- two TPs at the same time of the year result in similar schoolwork being
taught (§);

- poor feedback from professors reviewing TP reports (§);
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- when TP is organized by the Faculty of Education, school staff have less
positive attitudes towards students (§);

- during TP students often focus only on the teaching aspect of the teacher’s
job (V1;

- TP should be patt of the cutriculum in the first year and/or second year of
study (M);

- the timing of TP is not aligned with the primary school calendar (M);

- mentoring in schools is not regulated (F);

- the TP-related workload varies from department to department and even
from subject to subject (F);

- students are not familiar with the variety of technology in schools (F); and

- students may have difficulty in dealing with students with special needs (F).

3.3 Opportunities

The participants emphasized the following opportunities for TP: (a) a longer
duration of TP, (b) more supervision and discussion of students’ difficulties during
TP, (c) student visits to the school and observation of mentors in the classroom
prior to beginning TP, and (e¢) more and clearer guidance from mentors on how and
what students should do, as well as critical thinking, concrete feedback, and

evaluation.

The deputy head teachers pointed to two opportunities in particular: (a) tools to
monitor students during TP and appropriate feedback between faculties and schools,
(b) preparation for TP should include more real-world knowledge, such as

communication, school administration, and legislation.
Participants in the PTP program specifically pointed out the following elements:

- inclusion of the definition of a good mentor in the instructions provided to
students, and students provision of subsequent feedback on mentors (5);

- more independent student teaching and collaboration with the teacher
(regarding documentation) (§);

- integrated, non-shared TP (§);

- learning about certain topics (e.g., special needs) prior to TP (§);
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- reports should include fewer objective observations and more feelings,
memories, good and bad features of the day (§);

- volunteering to work with the primary school students during their free time
)

- in the beginning students could plan lessons and co-teach with the teacher
()

- expand the network of mentor schools outside the capital city (M);

- regulating the status of mentor teachers (M, F); and

- seminars for mentor teachers prior to TP (F, H).

TTP participants highlighted the following elements in particular:

- more project work and real-world situations during their faculty education
(s);

- TP in the first year of the program (§);

- less reflection in reports (5);

- one-on-one discussion with the professor to highlight the good and bad
aspects of their TP (5);

- TP could take place one day per week, so that students could prepare
lessons during the week in consultation with the academic statf (M, F);

- TP is an opportunity to meet excellent and committed teachers (F); and

- TP could occasionally take place in a “lab” at the Faculty of Education with
primary school students from surrounding schools (F).

3.2 Threats

The participants emphasized the following setbacks in TP: (a) poor relationships
between students and mentors, (b) Unexpected situations (e.g., illness or accident,

pandemic), and(c) regulations for mentors.

The deputy head teachers specifically pointed out the following challenges: (a) time
management and effectiveness, (b) preparation for TP should include more real-
wortld knowledge (e.g., communication, school administration, and legislation), (c)
blind acceptance or misuse of approaches and methods from foreign practice, and

(d) ovetly theoretical teacher education.
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The participants from PTP specifically pointed out the following:

- lessons at school are cancelled (e.g., school class in nature) (5);

- students may be dissatisfied with TP and thus with the teaching profession
because of poor mentoring (5);

- different schedule/program at the faculty (5);

- students are not accepted by teachers and staff (§);

- willingness and lack of motivation in some students (M, F);

— TP should be organized outside the exam period (M);

- excessive bureaucratization and too much documentation could lower the
motivation of teacher mentors and students (8, F); and

- decision-makers’ unresponsiveness to systemic changes (F).
TTP participants highlighted the following elements in particular:

- overburdened students and professors (5);

- completing certain administrative tasks related to practice may place an
unnecessary workload on academic staff (F);

- inconsistencies between school personnel and students (§);

- amentor may determine that a student is unsuitable for a teaching position
for any reason (M),

- many teachers are reluctant to take on the mentoring of a student (I);

- there is no guarantee that a student’s mentor is competent (I);

- some mentors work with multiple students at the same time, so students
learn from each other rather than from the mentor (F);

- in some school subjects it is difficult to get enough teaching experience in
two weeks of TP (F); and

- the TP period is coordinated with various school activities (competitions,

field trips, national exams, etc.) ().

4 Discussion

Quality education cannot be achieved without quality teacher education, as
prospective teachers are the most important agents in implementing the curriculum
in schools. Namely, teaching practice (ITP) is considered an essential part of teacher

education because it helps prospective teachers gain practical experience and transfer
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their professional background and theoretical knowledge into a role in a school
community (Allen & Wright, 2014; Cohen et al., 2013; Grudnoff, 2011).

The authors can conclude that all exposed criteria to which the SWOT matrix was
applied were evaluated as both strengths and weaknesses, depending on individual
perception and experience. Thus, the results partly confirm that some parts of the
TP in the two studied programs can be set as examples of good practice, e.g., the
organizational structure following the gradual involvement of students during the
first cycle of studies. Similarly, Flores et al. (2014) report students’ positive
experiences with the organisational aspects (i.e., interaction with supervisors and
cooperating teachers) and curricular content (i.e., reflection and research
components) of the TP module. In addition, the results of Sangster and Green’s
(2012) study of pre-service primary teachers suggest that TP was an opportunity for
students to develop professionally and personally, making them reflective
practitioners (see also Mulryan-Kyne, 2021). Vr$nik Perse et al. (2015) report that
students are in general very satisfied with TP and are interested in being actively

involved in the teaching process.

The participants’ perceptions of opportunities and treats were focused on improving
the quality of organizational (extended practice, different time period, schedule, etc.)
and systemic elements of TP (selection of mentors, conceptual orientation of pre-
service teacher education, partnership model of teaching practice, etc.).
Correspondingly, Vrsnik Perse et al. (2015) report on students’ suggestions for
changes related to the adaptation of TP, including mentor-developed criteria for
evaluating students’ TP and integration of theory and practice. In addition, Flores et
al. (2014) report on pre-service teachers’ suggestions for improving TP in terms of
greater coherence of the curriculum and better articulation of its components. This
can be improved through thoughtful program design, specific pedagogical
approaches, and investment in the quality of all staff involved in the implementation
of TP (Korthagen et al., 2006; Ulvik & Smith, 2011). Furthermore, Rauduvaite et al.
(2015) suggest that to improve the organization of TP for prospective teachers, the
use of reflection in the study process should be encouraged as a basis for combining
and integrating theoretical and practical knowledge and for learning from one’s own

experiences.
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Moreover, the participants also saw opportunities and treats in the content area
(relationship of content and goals in relation to authentic school-based learning and
teaching, etc.), and in the interpersonal relationships between students, academic
staff, mentors at the school, and school staff in general. Relationships between
students and their mentors are particulatly important for the professional
socialization of prospective teachers (Fuentes-Abeledo et al.,, 2020). Paula and
Grinfelde (2018) found that prospective teachers who had adequate mentor support
when entering the teaching profession reported lower levels of stress and

uncertainty.

The fundamental elements of TP, such as the objectives of TP, the competences of
students in TP, the competences of academic and school staff for mentoring
students during TP, and the evaluation of students’ performance during TP should
also be emphasized (Fuentes-Abeledo et al., 2020). All these aspects were discussed
by the participants in the present case study, wherein they demonstrated a certain
imbalance in terms of meeting the learning needs of students, which is probably
caused by a non-systematic, haphazard approach in coordinating TP at the levels of
preparation, implementation, and evaluation. Heeralal and Bayaga (2011) point out
the importance of adjusting the TP to the students’ needs and interests so that
learning is more likely to be of long-term benefit to students. Trevethan (2017)
highlights the importance of educative mentoring, in which mentors see their
mentoring role as working with student teachers to improve children’s learning and

emphasizes the importance of professional courses for mentors.

The findings indicate that schools need to be more involved in systemic,
organizational, and content issues related to TP. This aligns with previous research
by Flores et al. (2014), which points to the need to improve university-school
relationships, which can help narrow the gap between theory and practice (Smith et
al,, 2000). In addition, Paula and Grinfelde (2018) suggest that policy makers should
focus on teachers’ support guidelines at the national level, which would allow
schools to ensure the most appropriate environment for prospective teachers.
Collaborative partnerships between faculties and schools are critical for the effective
implementation of TP (Lipscombe et al., 2019; JuriSevi¢ et al., 2007b). Vr$nik Perse
et al. (2015) also emphasize the importance of collaborative partnerships between
faculty and schools for the integration of TP experiences and the development of
teachers’ professional identities (see also Zhao & Zhang, 2017).
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However, it seems that the regulation of the status of mentoring, especially mentors’
responsibilities and competences, organization of training and professional
development courses (CPD) for mentors, and a recognition and awards system for
mentors at the national level, are an ongoing challenge. Nonetheless, for quality
assurance it is important that TP in teacher education is evidence-based and that
prospective teachers are equipped with contemporary knowledge and skills to cope
with daily challenges in schools (Flores et al., 2014; Hudson, 2013; Jurievi¢, 2017;
Komljenovi¢ & Zgaga, 2012; Leiber et al., 2018).
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1 Introduction

A new generation of listeners is coming — millennials and generation Z. Both are
considered different from all previous generations. But the fact is that each new
generation differs from its predecessor. The coming generation is thought to be
disrespectful, spoiled, and redundant. But they are no different than any other
generation that came before. We all want to feel valued, respected, and included.
The listeners want the same, and in addition to all of the above; they want the teacher
to give them the attention they need, because that is the only way for them to become
the best.

In this paper, the author presents a new teaching method, which provides guidance
and help to both the teacher and the listener, and results in the successful completion
of activities that are mandatory for achieving educational goals. The teaching method
is supported by three tools, and the author will present the results and findings of
the introduction of these tools into the educational process. The results were

obtained from quantitative analyses (two study subjects, two years of work).

Based on the above, the author tried to answer the basic research question: Do #he

teacher and the listener matke significant progress in achieving the set goal with the help of coaching?
To prove the basic thesis, the author tested three hypotheses. Namely:

Hi: The number of listeners, who achieve the set goal and receive coaching in the
educational process is greater than the number of listeners, who are not included in

such educational process.

Hb»: Listeners, who receive coaching in the educational process have a positive

experience.
Has: A teacher who conducts coaching gains healthy authority.

In summary, one can say that the result of the paper is the publication of the concept

of the process. The actual results will be known in five to seven years.
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2 The Definition of Coaching Through Time

The beginnings of coaching in the business and sports world goes back several
decades. Its founder is W. Timothy Gallwey (1974). He wrote the book The Inner
Game of Tennis. The coach in the book asked the tennis players open-ended questions.
He did not correct their mistakes. The players corrected themselves. It has been
proven that players’ performance decreases when they listen to coaches’ advice.
However, when the players were more relaxed and had a sense of the desired result
in their heads, they were consequently more successful. The main message of the
book is that, in order to master a certain skill, it is necessary to pay attention to the

“inner game” that takes place in the mind (Cajnko, 2014).

There are various definitions of coaching (European Coaching Institute, 2007; Ce,
20006; Megginson & Clutterbuck, 2007; Leshinsky, 2007; Stemberger, 2008; Cajnko,
2014; ICF, 2021 and others). It would be better to say that there are as many different

definitions of coaching as there are schools for it.

Coaching cannot be detected in the educational process. Therefore, in this paper,
the author discusses a problem that, according to the literature available, has not yet
been addressed. No data was found in Slovenia on conducting a survey on the
inclusion of coaching in the educational process nor was there any data on the
impact of coaching tools on a listener’s success in completing tasks. Therefore, the
author will define the benefits of including the teaching method of coaching in the
educational process in the continuation. The author also upgraded the topic with the
tools of coaching, which build the foundation of a new learning method — coaching

in the educational process.
2.1 Benefits of Coaching in the Educational Process Abroad

Coaching has become established in the field of education both in the USA and in
some parts of Europe, e.g., in Great Britain, and later also in Australia.

In their paper, Devine, Meyers and Houssemand (2012) agree that comprehensive
education reform is needed to meet the challenges of the 21st century. They have
demonstrated that coaching is a powerful tool that can be used to support: (i)
learning, (ii) listener development, (iii) teacher development, (iv) institution

management development, and, consequently, (v) institution development itself.
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These coaching approaches make a valuable contribution to all the listed benefits.
Unfortunately, there will be no benefit if coaching remains at the individual level.

Therefore, it is imperative to do everything possible to develop coaching.

The author found a contribution based on a review and analysis of the literature that
highlights the benefits of introducing coaching into the education system in
Singapore. From the article one can conclude that coaching is carried out in many
areas of professional development of teachers in Singapore. These include coaching

methods for:

@ trainee teachers
(i1) novice teachers
(iif) heads of institutions

However, as the paper is based on a review and analysis of the literature, further
empirical research on the inclusion of coaching in the education system in Singapore

is recommended. However, they recommend research on:

) the impact of coaching on teaching in different contexts;
(i1) the experience of coaches;
(iii) the appropriate number of coaches to meet the requitements for

coaching in institutions; and
(iv) the formalization of coaching systems to examine the promotion of

innovation in education (Tee Ng, 2012).

Lofthouse (2018) states in his paper that in the UK, coaching has been developing
for several decades as a form of professional development for teachers and school
leaders. His research focused on the work of six coaches from the UK. In his study
the importance of relationships and communication in coaching was demonstrated
along with the tools and models that support it. It confirms that coaching is
appropriate for helping individuals facing real challenges. It is also one of the
valuable tools that serves as a support to the education system, insofar as it is

exposed to inconsistencies between teachers and the management of institutions.
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2.2 Benefits of Coaching in the Educational Process in Slovenia

For the last two years, the usefulness of coaching has been piloted in Slovenia in the
tield of primary and secondary education. It has been tested according to
international examples and implemented in the form of team coaching and peer
coaching. Individual coaching by an external coach for principals and teachers may
also be considered. However, it is used both for didactic and pedagogical purposes.
It may be used as a method of critical friendship in collegial observations for didactic
teaching — for this purpose, for example, the BRSU instrument by Danielson,
Marzan, Pressley, Thompson and Wong are used. It can also be used for reflection
intervention regarding listener behaviour — for example, the Teacher2teacher
program within the CPD program is intended for relational and career challenges
(Rutar Ilc, 2014).

The results of the pilot project, which included 17 high schools and 2 primary
schools, show that the introduction of coaching in the field of education had a
positive impact on all participants in the process. Participants also suggested that it
would be useful to extend the introduction of coaching to the entire teaching staff

(Rutar Ilc, 2014). Unfortunately, no further research was conducted.

3 Why Coaching is a New Trend and a Teaching Method in the Field
of Teacher Education

The listener wants to complete the obligations in a particular subject as soon as
possible and to make a living as soon as possible. The listener aims to come into
existence — into their own measure of activity. The teacher wants the listener to be
active throughout the process and learn the basic values of the subject, based on
which they will be able to earn their living in the future. This means that it is in the
teachet’s interest to adapt the process of education so that the listener comes into
existence as soon as possible. The coach also has their own measure of activity to
dedicate to this; how to connect, and what to do to make their goals and desires
mutual. One would assume that the solution lies in the mode of communication

throughout the educational process.

The idea was to include coaching in the educational process for the teacher and the
listener to make significant progress in achieving the set goal. The listener would

find it easier to follow the progress based on coaching and would also have the
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opportunity to learn something new. The teacher who would implement coaching
in their educational process would thus upgrade their teaching. The idea was realized
by including coaching in the educational process in two university subjects (Business
Economics and Management, and Mathematical Modelling). For this purpose, the lecturer
of the course Economics and Management of a Company received additional professional

training from an external business coach.

4 Tools Used in Integrating the New Teaching Method of Coaching

into the Educational Process

In incorporating the new teaching method of coaching into the education process,

the author focused on the following tools:

@) a revised GROW model;
(i) a model of flow from Csikszentmihalyi; and

(iif) a listener questionnaire to assess the teacher who provided coaching.

4.1 The GROW Model as a Tool for the Proposed Learning Method in
the Coaching Process

According to current teaching methods, the listener is thrown into the water and
must learn to swim on their own. How should they swim if they have not learned to
swim? How should they fly if they have no wings? They must transform from a
caterpillar into a beautiful butterfly (Bach, Grebenshchikov, Franklin Murrell-Wolf
and other philosophers and experts), and the basis is that they are guided through
the process by a teacher. With the method of coaching, it is possible to attain this
work process. Therefore, the author presents the GROW model — which is the basic
communication tool in coaching. This model also affects two processes; it

transforms both the teachers and the listeners from caterpillars into butterflies.

The author included a redesigned GROW model in the new teaching method, which
can be used in a real classroom as well as in a virtual classtoom, because they
anticipated that listeners would complete more tasks in the time they had available.
The author also assumed that the listeners’ knowledge would be appropriate, that
they would be sufficiently motivated, and that the tasks would present them with a
sufficiently large challenge to push them forward, into flow (Csikszentmihalyi, 2008).
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Goals cannot be achieved without intermediate control, discipline, and
perseverance. The GROW model pushes us into flow (Csikszentmihalyi, 2008). so
that individuals do not give up on the way to the finish line. With this, the percentage
of people (now 10%) who achieve something truly extraordinary in life will rise

(Zunec, 2021, p. 267). One could say that perseverance is half the battle.

On the topic of the importance of asking questions, a study was conducted in 2019
at the University of Primorska, in which 252 listeners took part. The study focused
on the role and importance of asking questions in a higher education learning
environment. They were particularly interested in answers and questions about how
listeners perceive the lecturer’s questions in lectures and tutorials, what questions
(types and frequency) in their opinion and experience lecturers ask, how listeners
respond to them, and what are the reasons for certain responses. The results of the
study showed that listeners are well-aware of the importance of issues in the
educational process. They expressed positive attitudes towards learning
environments in which various questions are asked and towards lecturers who often
ask questions. At the same time, they were critical of the way questions were asked,
especially if they were not placed in the learning space, which enables a positive
interaction between listeners and the lecturer and encourages listener responsiveness
(Bratoz & Pirih, 2020). The study above is an excellent quantitative verification of
the tool, which will be described further hereinafter.

The GROW model, developed by John Whitmore in the 1980s, most simply
illustrates the essence of the teaching method of coaching. It is considered a
fundamental model of coaching. It consists of the following four elements (Levine
& Easterly 2010):

@) setting goals;

(i1) defining the real situation;

(iif) identifying opportunities to move towards the set goals; and
(iv) the desire and willingness to do anything to achieve the goals.

The basic idea of asking questions in this learning method, i.e., coaching, is that the
listener is an active “epistemic actor” (that he is active and that “he comes to
knowledge himself”). At this point, it is similar to “Socratic dialogue”. Therefore, it
is possible to follow the trend of interdisciplinarity and confirm, from the point of

view of philosophy, that this innovative teaching method focused on the listener was
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actually found in the foundation of Plato’s cognitive theoretical doctrine, which can
be traced back about 2500 years (Plato 2004, p. 1165). No one has reseatched this,
so now is the time to make a breakthrough in this area of study.

4.2 The Csikszentmihalyi Flow Model and Its Use in the Coaching

Process

The teacher should never give listeners the feeling that they do not know or will be
unable to do something. The teacher should include the word “yet” in
communication. How does it sound if a teacher says to a listener, “You don’t know
this” or “You don’t know this yet”’? The second option is much more acceptable. A
teacher who is a coach strives to help listeners achieve their goal and, even though
it seems like a small step in communication, the teacher takes a huge step in the
listener’s well-being. However, the well-being is what influences the attainment of
flow and the attainment of a goal. If we are positive, it is almost impossible not to
get the job done. From this one may conclude that when the listener achieves flow,
they are perfected, happy, and feel successtul. This was also confirmed in a survey
conducted by Pascu (2020), as well as in a survey conducted by Bakker (2005).

Daniel Goleman was the first to write about the importance and usefulness of
including emotions in a variety of processes in his book Ewmotional Intelligence. In the
field of education, various models of emotions from the listener’s point of view are

also presented.

However, from the teacher’s point of view, it has not yet been possible to trace these

models.

If the listeners are not respected by the teacher, they also do not respect the teacher.
If the listeners are valued, they are more eager to acquire knowledge. Their desire
for new knowledge also increases. The more productive they are, the easier it is to
remember things. The following are the results of a survey that offer facts about
how this works in the business world. The Gallup Institute showed that the
productivity of employees increased up to four times in companies where managers
respected people, communicated with them, and gave them sufficient quality

knowledge!. Another example is cited from the world of sports. In 2017, Igor

! https:/ /techjiry.net/blog/employee-engagement-statistics /



P. Cajnko: Coaching — A New Trend in the Field of Teacher Education 145

Kokoskov led the Slovenian basketball team to the title of European champion — he
himself said that the reason was that he respected all the players on the team,
encouraged them and offered them support (Zunec, 2021, p. 113).

The flow model, which was included in the coaching process, was measured through
self-assessment in order for the listeners to be able to assess their own emotional
state (as described in Csikszentmihalyi, 2004; 2008) in each phase of the GROW

model implementation, i.e., in the time available to them.

Csikszentmihalyi (2008) — a Hungarian psychologist, defined eight emotional states
in his model of flow: anxiety, worry, numbness, boredom, relaxation, control, flow,
and awakening. He studied one of the above emotional states, namely flow, in order
to better explain the mechanism of motivation. We should also say that the concept
of flow was first defined by Csikszentmihalyi. According to Csikszentmihalyi, flow
occurs when an individual is confronted with clear sets of goals so that they can
respond without questions about how and in what way something should be done.
Optimal experiences typically involve a balance between an individual’s abilities and
challenges (Demerouti, 2006). Flow is a balance between challenge and ability. It
most often occurs in activities with a specific goal and rules that require an
investment of mental energy, effort, certain skills, and abilities, which can be
detected through the introduction of the GROW model.

Much research has been conducted on this topic (DeTombe, 2002; Bakker 2005;
Leitner & Leopold-Wildburger, 2011; Emersi¢, 2013; Bokal & Steinbacher, 2019;
etc.), however only the most prominent will be presented. Namely, a survey that was
conducted among music teachers and their listeners, which included 178 music
teachers and 605 listeners from 16 different music schools. Based on the literature,
it has been hypothesized that work resources, including autonomy, performance
response, and social support, have a positive impact on the balance between teacher
challenges and skills that contribute to the experience of flow. In addition, it is
hypothesized that flow passes from teachers to their listeners. The results of the
analyses support both the first and the second hypothesis (Emersi¢, 2013).

In Slovenia, a survey among higher education teachers was conducted in 2012, The
y g hig

purpose of the study was to examine the associations between flow and work. The

participants were 293 professors from three Slovenian universities: the University of

Ljubljana, the University of Maribor, and the University of Primorska. The results
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of the study showed that teachers achieve greater flow if they have a free path in
planning their work (Emersic, 2013).

Emersi¢ (2013) tackled the problem in her study, where she assumed that the
listeners’ flow would be most influenced by the personality of the professor. She was
able to confirm her hypothesis; as many as 48.3% of all surveyed listeners stated that
the professor’s personality had a very strong influence on their experience of study
flow. The results showed that there were more first-year listeners who agreed that
the professor’s personality influenced their experience of flow the most (M = 4.40)
than fourth-year listeners (M = 4.21). Bakker (2005) also found in one study that
flow can be transmitted. Music teachers and their listeners participated in the study.
They demonstrated that the experience of flow in teachers is positively related to the

flow in their listeners.

4.3 Survey Questionnaire for Listeners as a Tool for Assessing the
Teacher/Coach After the Implementation of Coaching

Schermerhorn et al. (2005, p. 296) label feedback as “the process by which a listener

communicates with a teacher by returning another message.”

Brookhart also speaks about the effectiveness of feedback (2011, p. 33). He believes
that effective feedback is only that which “helps the teacher to improve their work”
and that which says: “What the teachers need to hear, not what the listener has to

say.”
A potential problem that may arise in giving feedback to a teacher is, as Birkenmaier
and Timm (2003, p. 13) point out, hindering the listener from giving feedback for

fear that it will affect their evaluation or assessment.

In summary, one can simply state that feedback is important because:

@) We know where we are.
(i) We know how we are progressing.
(iif) We know how we can become even better.

That is the whole point. Feedback is important for both the teacher and the listener.
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We focus on receiving feedback after conducting coaching, which, however, is not
always easy for the teacher. The essential principle is that the teacher must be open,
rather than defensive and antagonistic. The proper delivery of feedback plays a key

role in achieving teacher flow, as well as healthy authority.

In the field of coaching, which was included in the educational process, the teacher
obtained feedback with the help of questionnaires, which the listeners had to solve
after completing the educational process and after successfully achieving the goal
and performing all activities related to the subject. The survey questionnaires were
completed by the listeners, who remained anonymous. Based on this, it can be
concluded that they gave honest answers. By doing so, the potential problem
highlighted by Birkenmaier and Timm (see above) was also avoided. The results of
the survey questionnaire, which was used as one of the tools after the

implementation of coaching, are given in the empirical part of the study.

5 Discussion: Empirical Results and Findings
5.1 Results and Findings of the Empirical Research — Introduction of the
GROW Model

At the time of the study, the author of this paper had been the holder and executor
of the Economics and Business Management course at a higher education institution for
7 years. She carried out the educational process for 5 years without introducing
coaching. For the last two years, however, she decided to introduce a new method
of work into her educational process — coaching — with all the tools presented in the

theoretical part of the study.

Table 1 shows the data on:

@) how many listeners were enrolled in the course in each academic year;
(i) how many listeners attended the course;
(iif) how many listeners completed all the tasks that were a condition at a

given time to complete all activities in this course; and
(iv) the average percentage of success among listeners, who completed their

tasks on time.
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Table 1: Number of listeners and achievement of the target set separately in each academic

year from 2014 to 2021

Academic  The Number  Number of  Percentage Number / Share of
year education  of active of active percentage the

process listeners  participating  participating  of listeners average of

includes enrolled listeners listeners who all

coaching in the Fi fi % performed petformed

subject all tasks on tasks
Fi time
fiiye 1 %
2014/2015 NO 15 11 73.33 9/81.82 74
2015/2016 NO 33 24 72.73 18 / 75.00 73
2016/2017 NO 25 14 56.00 11/ 78.57 72
2017/2018 NO 22 17 77.27 15/ 88.24 73
2018/2019 NO 35 27 77.14 24 / 88.89 74
Average 71.29 73.20
2019/2020  YES 21 19 90.48 19 / 100.00 83
2020/2021  YES 39 31 79.49 31 / 100.00 83
Average 84.99 83.00
together 190 143
Source: own

Table 1 shows that the survey was carried out on a sample of 190 listeners, of which
70.52% (average) were actively involved in the educational process. In the
continuation, the author will focus on the difference between the number of listeners
who achieved the set goal and received coaching in the educational process, and the
number of listeners who achieved their goal and were not involved in the educational

process through coaching.

Ninety-three other staff members were teaching without coaching in a five-year
period. On average, 71.29% of listeners were active in all years included in the survey.
Based on the sample, when coaching was not involved, listeners who actively
participated in the education process did not successfully complete all tasks in the
time available to them. The highest percentage of successful tasks was 88.89% in the
2018/2019 academic year. The listeners’ grade or percentage achieved on average
for the completed tasks was also measured. The share of the average of all performed

tasks thus amounted to 73.20%, which is the average rating of the grade very good

®-

For the last two years of study, the lecturer decided to include the teaching method
of coaching with all the previously mentioned tools in the educational process. Fifty
listeners were actively involved in this process. On average, 84.99% of listeners were

active in both years when the provider carried out the educational process with the
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help of coaching. In this process of education, based on the sample and a period of
two years, one sees that all listeners who actively participated in the process of
education successfully completed all tasks in the time they had at their disposal. With
this, the teacher, the coach, received confirmation that they had made the right
decision regarding the introduction of a new method in the educational process. The
listeners’ average grade or percentage achieved for the completed tasks were also
measured. The share of the average of all performed tasks thus amounted to 83.00%,
which is the average grade of very good (9) and is almost 10% higher than the
percentage was when the teaching method of coaching was not included. At this
point, it is important to mention that before the 2020/2021 academic year, this
subject was carried out both remotely and live from the very beginning. So, the
COVID-19 situation, in which we found ourselves in 2020, did not affect the
educational process itself. It only influenced the implementation of the final exam
(assessment of theoretical knowledge), which was conducted remotely in
2020/2021, via the Sava Exam Browser? online tool.

Given that the sample is small, the t-test statistic or the listener’s t-distribution can
be chosen to confirm the set hypothesis H1. With 95% certainty or a 5% level of
risk, one can say that between 74% and 93% of listeners, all populations who will be
involved in the educational process in the future with the help of coaching, will

successfully complete all tasks.

Based on the results of the quantitative analysis, hypothesis H; was confirmed: The
number of listeners who achieve the goal and receive coaching in the educational process is greater

than the number of listeners who are not involved in such an educational process.

A teacher can check the level of their authority by reviewing what percentage of the
tasks are done by active listeners at a given time. If this percentage is higher than
80%, then the teacher has a strong and healthy level of authority; if the percentage
is between 50% and 80%, then the teacher has a good level of authority; but if the
percentage of completed tasks is below 50%, the teacher’s level of authority is weak
(Zunec, 2021, p. 107). The percentage of average tasks performed when the teacher

introduced the method of coaching into the educational process averaged 83% in

2 It should be mentioned that the teacher, coach, already evaluated the listeners during the educational process in a
combination of practical knowledge (project work, seminars, and evaluation, which accounted for 35% of the final
grade) and relationships (participation in the forum, activities in the Trello tool, which accounted for 5% of the final
grade), and finally with the assessment of theoretical knowledge (written part of the exam, which accounted for 60%
of the final grade).
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both years, which means that this teaching method is also effective in raising the

teachet’s level of authority.

5.2 Results and Findings of the Empirical Research — Introduction of the
Csikszentmihalyi Flow Model

In this quantitative study, the descriptive method was used as a basis, drawing on
information from foreign sources mostly. A survey was used to collect data, and a

questionnaire was used as the research instrument.

Data were collected using an anonymous questionnaire, which was intended for
listeners, who attended the Mathematical Modelling® subject at the Faculty of
Science and Mathematics at the University of Maribor. The listeners answered the
sutvey questionnaires in the 2019/2020 summer semester and the
2020/2021summer semester via the Trello tool*.

In the 2019/2020 academic yeat, 15 listeners participated in the survey. In the
2020/2021 academic year, 13 listeners participated in the study. The sample included
28 listeners — a small sample. The sample will be used to infer for the population, so
inferential statistics will be discussed. All listeners were involved in coaching that
was conducted through the educational process. The author also used the GROW
model in the implementation of coaching. The study focused on the individual
listener (basic unit), who participated in the process, and measured at what stage of
implementation the GROW model reached flow (flow is the variable, which is
descriptive and nominal). The author did not focus on gender, field, or level of study,

so demographics were not the subject of the survey.

At the beginning of each phase of the GROW model implementation, each listener
was asked the same question: In which part of the emotional state graph are you
currently located? The listeners were able to choose from the following emotional
states: anxiety, worty, numbness, boredom, relaxation, control, flow, and awakening.
In exploring the concept of flow, Table 2 shows how listeners experienced it after
individual stages of the implementation of the educational process. All other possible

emotional states are left aside.

3 The author of this paper was involved in this course as a coach and not as a lecturer.
4 We used it as a support tool for the GROW model tool. Using the Trello board, the listeners monitored their own
progress and the progress of the whole group (i.e., the year) in acquiring knowledge.
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Table 2: Number and percentage of listeners who achieve flow by stage
Academic Fi Fi - the Fi% Fi - the Fi% Fi - the Fi% Fi - the Fi
year first phase second third phase fourth %
of the phase  of of the phase of
implemen the implementa the
tation of implement tion of the impleme
the ation  of GROW ntation
GROW the of  the
model GROW GROW
model model
2019/2020 15 4 26.67 7 46.66 9 60.00 15 100
2020/2021 13 3 23.07 5 3846 8 6154 13 100
Total fi 28 7 25.00 13 4643 17 60.71 28 100
Total % fi% 24.87 42.56 60.77 100
Source: own

From Table 2, one can deduct that the emotional state of flow in listeners as they

moved from the first phase to the next phase of implementation of the GROW

model increased. In the final phase, flow was achieved by all listeners, i.e., all listeners

in the coaching process were motivated to complete their obligations in the course,

which in turn meant that they all completed the tasks in the allotted time. Thus, all

the listeners achieved the goal they set together with the coach at the very beginning

of the educational process. The teacher also achieved the goal, because by

introducing coaching in the educational process, they achieved confirmation that the

chosen teaching method was correct and appropriate.

In the continuation, for clarity, Figure 1 is used to show the share of listeners who,

after individual phases, achieved flow in a comparative period of two years.

the % of students who achieved flow in 2019/2020

100 -®the % of students who achieved flow in 2020/2021 100.00

80
60
40

20 26.67 I 23.07

Phase 1

46.66

Phase 2

38.46

60.00

61.54

Phase 3

100.00

Phase 4

Figure 1: Proportion of listeners with flow

Source: own
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In both years 24.87% (average) of listeners reached flow in the first phase, 42.56%
in the second phase, 60.77% in the third phase, and all listeners (100%) reached flow
in the last phase. The average of both years was also calculated, after all phases. Thus,
on average, 57.05% of listeners reached flow after all phases.

Given that the sample was small, the t-test statistic or the listener’s t-distribution was
chosen to confirm set hypothesis H,. With 95% certainty or 5% risk, one can say
that 75% of listeners in all populations who will be involved in the educational
process with the help of coaching in the future, will achieve flow by the end of the
goal they set.

Based on the results, using quantitative analysis of a small sample, hypothesis H. can

be confirmed: Listeners who receive coaching in the educational process have a positive experience.

5.3 Results and Findings of the Conducted Empirical Research — A

Questionnaire for Listeners

In Chapter 5.1, the author concretized that a teacher could examine the level of his
or her authority by checking the percentage of tasks performed by the listeners
involved in the education process. In this case, the teacher had a strong and healthy
authority with the introduction of coaching in the educational process, as the average

percentage of the tasks performed was 83% in both years.

Zunec (2021, p. 121) gives five more specific suggestions for strengthening the
lecturer’s authority: (i) the lecturer is always an example to the listeners, (ii) they give
clear instructions, (i) they communicate regularly with the listeners, (iv) they give
clear feedback, and (v) when problems occur, they immediate and subject to
discussion. The lecturer, who is a coach, considers all five specific proposals for
strengthening authority in the process of education with the teaching method of
coaching with the listed tools. And if what is written is true, then the lecturer who is
also the coach, has a strong and healthy authority. For this to be the case, the
mentioned was tested based on questionnaires (the measuring instrument), which
were given to the listeners after the educational process was completed. The results

of the quantitative analysis are listed below.
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Vavra (1997, p. 152) says that descriptive statistics serve as an illumination of
respondents’ actual assessments on individual basic issues. Descriptive statistics also

enable us to learn about all the fundamental characteristics of the answers.

Therefore, for each individual year measured on an interval scale, the following is

demonstrated:

1. Arithmetic means or average values = serve as centre of gravity statistical
measures of centrality, based on which we estimate the dispersion of
individual variables and the average level.

2. Standard deviation > serves to estimate the dispersion of individual
variables and the average level (Malhotra & Birks 2003, p. 354).

To summarize, the arithmetic mean of the mean values was used as the basic mean
value, which is calculated from all the total data (Basti¢, 20006, p. 7). The standard
deviation was used for the second statistical measure. The standard deviation is equal
to the square root of the variance and is shown in the same units as the composite
variable and its arithmetic mean. In summarizing Basti¢’s idea (2006, p. 7), one can
state that the standard deviation is used as a measure of the value of the arithmetic
mean, which means that the smaller the standard deviation, the smaller the
differences between the actual values of the composite variable and its arithmetic
mean (Basti¢ 2000, p. 7).

For all seven years, after completing the educational process, she used questionnaires
to obtain feedback from the listeners on their satisfaction with her way of working.
The survey questionnaires completed by the listeners remained anonymous. The
listeners defined up to 14 statements/questions based on the 5-point Likert scale (1

— nevet, 2 — rarely, 3 — sometimes, 4 — often, 5 — always).

Table 3 shows descriptive statistics for determining the average grade of the teacher
for a period of seven years. As the above was studied, the listeners were asked to

indicate their degree of agreement with the 14 statements.

The descriptive statistics show that the lowest value of the grade (3.95) was achieved
by the teacher in the first academic year (2014/2015). The highest value of the
estimated grade was reached in 2020/2021, which is 4.58. The highest dispersion of

answers (standard deviation) was also achieved in the first year of the educational
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process, namely 2014/2015, which means that respondents differed the most in their
answers according to this indicator. The lowest value of the standard deviation was
reached in 2019/2020 indicator, which means that there were the smallest
differences in the answers of the respondents. Also, the descriptive statistics show
that, on average, the teacher’s assessment increased when she included coaching in

the educational process. Namely, it rose by as much as 0.52%.

Table 3: Descriptive statistics for determining the average teacher score from 2014 to 2021

Academic The Number of Average Standard Average
year educational participating teacher deviation assessment
process respondents — rating per study
includes number of course
coaching questionnaires
resolved
Fi
2014/2015 NO 11 3.95 0.92 3.87
2015/2016 NO 24 4.02 0.85 4.11
2016/2017 NO 14 4.09 0.84 3.88
2017/2018 NO 17 4.05 0.87 4.01
2018/2019 NO 27 4.07 0.87 3.94
Average 4.04 0.87 3.96
2019/2020 YES 19 4.53 0.75 3.96
2020/2021 YES 31 4.58 0.82 3.87
Average 4.56 0.79 3.92
Together 143

Measured on the Likert scale from 1 — never to 5 — always.

Soutce: own

The teacher therefore analysed her level of authority in a way that checked the
percentage of the average grade from the listeners who completed the questionnaire.
As this percentage was higher than 80% (at the time of the introduction of coaching
it was as high as 91.2%), the teacher/coach had strong and healthy authority.
However, in focusing on the percentage of the average grade in the entire field of
study in the last two years, one finds that it was 78%, which means that teachers in
the entire field of study had good authority. Based on the results of the analysis,
hypothesis H;can be concluded and confirmed: The teacher who practices coaching acquires
healthy anthority.
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6 Conclusions
Every teacher should:

6] have enough knowledge and be professional;

(i1) be emotionally intelligent;
(iii) use common sense;
(iv) have a passion and energy for the work they do;

v) be disciplined;
(vi) assess the knowledge of the listeners both theoretically and practically;
(vii) have courage in making decisions; and

(viii)  be proud of themself and of the listeners.

The advantages for listeners who participated in the educational process, which

included coaching, can be seen mainly in:

@ encouraging ongoing work;

(i) tracking one’s own progress;

(iif) quickly identifying potential problems;

(iv) faster progress towards completed tasks; and
) teedback from the professor, coach.

Based on the study, the hypotheses Hi, H> and Hs were confirmed. The thesis and
the key research question were empirically verified, and it was found that the teacher
and the listener, with the help of coaching, made significant progress in achieving
the set goal. With the confirmation of all the research hypotheses, the fundamental
thesis of the study can also be confirmed.

However, we must all be aware that with the help of coaching, which could be
included by all teachers in the educational process, we should not expect perfection.
However, we should expect progress. Progress in teachers and progress in listeners.
If we stick to this mindset, it will eventually become part of our daily activities. If
listeners feel respected, they will be willing to give more of themselves; not
necessarily, but the probability is significantly higher. Let us be guided by a thought
from Aristotle, who says: “What we repeatedly do, we are. So, excellence is not an
act, but a habit.”
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In other words, being great is not a skill, but it should become a habit. And whoever
fails to strive for improvement will eventually cease to even be good. The essence
of our contribution is that both teachers and listeners realize that with the help of
coaching, they progress more and more every day, until they reach their goal and can

take control of their own achievements.
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1 Introduction

The professional re-integration of international teachers (with a migration
background) who have recently arrived in a new school setting is a challenge for
countries all over the globe. Putjata (2017, p. 14) has established that global
transnational mobility opposed by a monolingual and monocultural mindset at
school has led educational researchers across the world to call for a multilingual and
multicultural turn. Niyubahwe, Mukamurera and Jutras (2013, p. 280) emphasize that
the re-entry of international teachers (with a migration background) into the teaching
profession of the host country is beneficial not only for recently immigrated teachers
but also for the children of immigrant families. They are petceived as bridge-builders
between students, teachers, parents, and the school community, and as experts on
multilingualism and intercultural communication (Putjata, 2017). Erel (2010) also
points out that positioning immigrant teachers not as refugees in need of help but
rather as experts and equals to their colleagues could at the same time help to
enhance economic integration and prevent the chronic underemployment of new

migrants.

A review of research on international teachers (with a migration background) in
other countries (e.g., Israel, Canada, Australia, USA) shows very few studies on their
professional re-integration into the host country’s school system. Researchers are
faced with a restricted data corpus (Jhagroo, 2016; Niyubahwe et al., 2013; Putjata,
2017; Yoon Young, 2018); therefore, their findings offer only impressions of the
situation rather than generalizations that could be beneficial for their socio-
professional integration into the new school environment. However, Jhagroo (2016)
notes that these findings cannot be generalised because one’s experience of practices
is individual and personal in nature, while also depending on the host country’s
school context. The findings of the studies (Myles et al., 2006; Schmidt, 2010;
Schmidt et al., 2010) indicated that international teachers’ existing competences were
not taken into consideration in the hiring procedures in the new country, although
they had university diplomas or extensive teaching experience acquired in their
country of origin. Niyubahwe, Mukamurera and Jutras (2013) also remarked that
international teachers who were competent in the required subject were not hired in

a permanent position.
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Slovenia also faces with the question of how to integrate the children of migrants
and asylum seekers into the regular Slovenian school system. From the viewpoint of
integration, learning Slovene as a second/foreign language is important for these
children. This is set out in Article 82 of the Migration Act (2011) and the Basic
School Act (1996), which guarantee immigrant children (who have a residence
permit in the Republic of Slovenia) the right to compulsory primary education and
Slovene language assistance. In recent years, the school milieu has indicated that
“radical systemic changes in school organization will be needed so that the newly
prepared guidelines can be properly implemented. With these changes, it will be
necessary to (further) educate Slovene and international teachers so that they can

adapt to the new teaching system” (Knez, 2009, p. 8).

Moreover, the question also arises of how to register and activate international
teachers (with a migration background), among asylum seekers in particular, to teach
immigrant children in Slovenia, their host country. In accordance with the Rules on
the Education of Teachers and Other Experts in Education (2011), all Slovenian
teachers, including international teachers, must master the Slovene Standard
language, have certain teaching competences and qualifications, and pass a final
professional exam. Potential candidates who acquired their teaching education
competences in their country of origin may initiate the procedure of recognition of
their professional qualifications. This service falls under the jurisdiction of the
Ministry of Education. The conditions of employment in the field of education are
the same for all teachers except that international teachers need a residence and work

permit.

In the Slovenian context, only one paper deals with the professional re-integration
of international teachers into the school system. Marijanca Ajsa Vizintin (2009)
describes a project which, besides teaching Slovene as a second/foreign language,
introduced teaching of the language of origin (Macedonian and Albanian) and the
cultures of immigrant children in Slovenia. The teaching was presented from the
perspective of three international teachers who immigrated to Slovenia, two from

Albania and one from Macedonia, and their integration in the specific school setting.

This paper focuses on the form, inclusion, experience, and self-perception of
international teachers (with a migration background) as part of a new community.

Jhagroo (2016, p. 56) states that “offering the teachers a platform for their stories to
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be heard, their feeling of value may be rekindled. In addition, engaging in reflective
narrative through recollections of one’s past experiences within a present context
may be professionally beneficial in giving the teachers an opportunity to reflect how

their own background and experiences may influence on their practice.”
2 Methodology
2.1 Background to the Research Approach

To understand the immigration context in Slovenia and the process of collecting the
international teachers’ contact information (with a migration background), some
statistical data are first presented. According to the Statistical Office of the Republic
of Slovenia (SORS, November 2021), 2,107,126 people live in Slovenia. Of this, only
8% are people of other nationalities, which (according to Eurostat, 2019) places
Slovenia among the last quarter of EU countries in terms of the total number of

immigrants per population.

The annual trend shows a growing number of immigrants in Slovenia (e.g., on 1
January 2020, there were 156,351 foreign citizens in Slovenia, and a year later, on 1
January 2021, there were 168,651 (Statistical Office of the Republic of Slovenia,
2021). Most people immigrate to Slovenia from the former Yugoslavia. In 2019,
78.5% of all immigrants who came to Slovenia came from that area. The largest
share of immigrants from the former Yugoslavia in 2019 consisted of people from
Bosnia and Herzegovina (56.9%), Serbia (16.3%) and Kosovo (14.2%) (SORS,
2020). Immigrants come to Slovenia for economic reasons because of their desire
for a better life.

With the purpose of examining the integration of international teachers (with a
migration background) in the regular school system in Slovenia, we contacted all
public pre-primary, primary and secondary school principals. With the help of
official intervention by the Ministry of Education, a short questionnaire was sent to
all official e-mails of the public schools (approximately 100 pre-schools, 400 primary
schools, and approximately 100 secondary schools). One of our aims was to record
the process schools need to undertake to employ international teachers (with a

migration background) and to collect the personal (e)-contacts of those teachers who
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would be able to complete the final version of the questionnaire. However, only 78
school principals completed the questionnaire.

Furthermore, more than 10 different non-governmental cultural organisations from
former Yugoslavia, based in Slovenia, were also contacted. These cultural and arts
organisations create conditions for the long-term sustainability of various cultural,
educational, and artistic practices of people coming, for example, from the Republic
of Serbia, Bosnia and Herzegovina, Macedonia, or Albania. Also, several individuals
were addressed (e.g., colleagues at the Ministry of Education and other educational
institutions, individual teachers) who could help us find international teachers (with
a migration background) in Slovenia. However, we received no answers from these
cultural organisations, while the individuals we contacted were unable to provide us
with the contact details (e-mail, addresses) of any international teachers in Slovenia.
These individuals reported that they knew people who had moved to Slovenia when
they were young and who had completed their education here and now work as
teachers, or they recommended that we contact international teachers who came to

Slovenia from Western EU countries or the USA.

We then turned to other non-governmental organisations who offer support to
immigrants (e.g., from Afghanistan, Pakistan). Their contacts reported that they did
not possess information on the professions of immigrants residing here in Slovenia
and did not know if any of them worked as teachers in their host country. They also
pointed out that most immigrants living here are just passing through Slovenia with
the goal of settling and finding employment in one of the western countries (e.g.,

Germany, France, Great Britain).
2.2 The Purpose and Objectives of the Study

The purpose of the quantitative-qualitative study was to examine the scope, form,
inclusion, and situation of international teachers (with a migration background) in
the regular school system in Slovenia. The study also examined the perceptions and
experiences formed by these international teachers (with a migration background)
as well as the difficulties and obstacles they encountered in their integration into

the Slovenian educational environment.
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Based on the results obtained, the purpose of the study was to consider the
possibilities for re-integration and the continuing professional development of these

teachers in the Slovenian school environment.
2.3 Research Questions
Our research was based on the following research questions:

RQ1: What were the forms of participation, cooperation, type of employment and
qualifications of international teachers (with a migration background) over the last
five years in Slovenian schools?

RQ2: What experiences do international teachers (with a migration background)
have in everyday Slovenian school life and what additional support do they receive?
RQ3: How are international teachers professionally integrated and involved in
school activities?

RQ4: What difficulties/obstacles do international teachers face in their integration

into the Slovenian educational environment?
2.4 Research Methods and Data Processing

The first part of the quantitative study was based upon a descriptive and causal-non-
experimental method of empirical pedagogical research, involving an online

questionnaire for school principals.

The second part relied on a qualitative methodological approach, utilising semi-
structured interviews. With the help of this interview, we offered the interviewees,
international teachers (with a migration background), the opportunity to describe, in
their own words and feelings, their own perceptions and experiences in their field of
work (Vogrine, 2008). Their comments provided a multitude of perspectives and
experiences of integration and teaching in the Slovenian classroom, while at the same
time offering more in-depth insights into international teachers’ authentic classroom

situations.

The respondents’ answers were analysed at the descriptive level and with the help of
inferential statistics. The semi-structured interviews were analysed using ranking

categories.



M. Brumen, M. Dub, |. Herzog, T. Zupaniic: The Scope, Inclusion, and Experiences of

International Teachers with a Migrant Background in S lovenian Schools 165

2.5 Instruments

In agreement with the Ministry of Education, data were collected using an online
questionnaire (1ka) for (pre)primary and secondary school principals in Slovenia.
The study was conducted between February and April 2021.

The semi-structured interviews were conducted and analysed in September 2021.
The aim of the semi-structured interview was to record the experiences and
perceptions of professional integration and involvement in Slovenian schools from
international teachers from different (marginal) geographical areas, especially from

non-BEuropean countries (e. g., Syria, Afghanistan).

The results are illustrated in tables, using frequency distributions (£, f%).
Ranking categories were used to analyse the semi-structured interviews.
2.6 Research Sample

205 principals of Slovenian (pre)primary and secondary schools responded to the
questionnaire. Only fully completed answers were included in the statistical analysis;

the final research sample was 78 (n = 78).

From the Slovenian principals, (only) two contact e-mail addresses for international
teachers employed in their schools were received: one was from Slovakia and the
other was from Croatia. We wanted to interview them in person, but they did not

respond to our e-mails, despite several e-mails being sent to them.

Since we were unable to collect the e-mail addresses of international teachers from
the Slovenian school principals, we then contacted the Slovenian Government
Office for the Support and Integration of Migrants. However, five e-contacts for
international teachers with a migration background were received: three from
Turkey, one from Iran and one from Syria, which were subsequently invited to
participate in the semi-structured interview. Only two of them responded to our e-
mail and were willing to take part in the interview, one from Turkey (under 30 years
of age, a resident in Slovenia for 4 years) and one from Iran (40 — 49 years of age, a

resident in Slovenia for 2 years). They were both teachers of English as a foreign
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language. The interviewee from Iran commented: ‘I was an official English teacher in nzy
country. 1 asked the employment office in Ljubljana to help me find a job as an English teacher,
but they conldn’t. I'l] be happy if you help me with that.” From their answers in the interview,
we concluded that they had had no experience with teaching in Slovenian schools,
neither of them was employed, and they were therefore unable to describe their
everyday school-life experience. As stated by the interviewees, the certificate of
proficiency in Slovene was an obstacle for them if they wanted to be employed at a

school.

Only one international teacher, from Madagascar, was willing to take part in the

semi-structured interview. Her answers are summarised in section 3.2.
3 Results and Discussion

The results are presented in two parts. First, the quantitative analysis of the answers
to the online questionnaire is given. Then, the results of the semi-structured
interview with the international teacher (with a migration background) are illustrated.

31 Analysis of the Online Questionnaire

First, the authors were interested in school principals’ experiences with international
teachers (with a migration background) in their schools and how many of them have
participated in the Slovenian school environment. The questions addressed the last

tive school years. The results are presented in Table 1.

Table 1: Frequency distribution of the participation of international teachers in schools over
the last five years

Participation i School year
aﬁncipa“"“ n 2020-21 2019-20 2018-19
schoo’s f o f o f %
Participated 6 60 2 20 1 10
Did not 55 81 0 0 1 1
participate
2017-18 2016-17 Total
£ % £ % 3 %
Participated 0 0 1 10 10 100
Did not 0 0 12 18 68 100

participate
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As evident from Table 1, among the 78 schools that participated in the study there
were 10 that employed international teachers between 2016 and 2021. One
international teacher was employed in the 2016-17 and 2018-19 school years, two in
2019-20. There were 6 more international teachers employed in the 2020-2021
school year. The results over the last five years demonstrate that only some Slovenian

schools employed international teachers (with a migration background).

The authors were also interested in the number of international teachers
participating in schools. As indicated in Table 2, all school principals involved in the
study answered that fewer than 3 teachers participated in schools in the last five

years. In most cases, one international teacher per school was involved.

Table 2: Frequency distribution of international teachers participating in schools in the last

five years
School year
Nunlllbet of international 2020-21 2019-20 2018-19 2017-18 2016-17
teachers

f f f f f
f % f % f % f % f %
Less than 3 teachers 6 60 2 20 1 10 0 0 1 10

More than 3 teachers 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0

Furthermore, the school principals were asked what forms of cooperation they had
implemented in their schools with international teachers. The data is illustrated in
Table 3.

Table 3: Frequency distribution of the form of cooperation according to the school year

School year
2020-21 2019-20 2018-19
f % f % f %

Forms of
cooperation

Supporting

students in their 0 0 0 0 0 0
studies
Teaching as a
regular
obligation at
school
Language
support, help in
communication
at school

Other 0 0 0 0 1 100
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School year

Forms of cooperation 2017-18 2016-17

f % f %
Sup.pottm.g students in 0 0 0 0
their studies
Teaching as a regular
obligation at school 0 0 0 0
Language support, help
in communication at 0 0 0 0
school
Other 0 0 0 0

In the last five years, the form of cooperation of international teachers in schools
has largely taken the form of teaching (all) students or offering language support in

communication with others (e.g., peers, teachers, parents).

As evident from Table 4, the most common type of employment in the schools
involved in the study was full-time employment (43%). One international teacher
worked as a part-time teacher, one received a fee, and one participated at the school
as a volunteer. However, 36% of respondents chose the option “other” to this
question. Their open-ended answers revealed that they have been employed as
international teachers from Western European countries, such as Great Britain,
France, Germany, Italy or Spain, teaching these languages to students. Some
principals also answered that they had immigrant students attending their schools

but no immigrant teachers.

Table 4: Frequency distribution of the type of employment of international teachers in schools

Type of employment f %
Full-time employment 6 43
Part-time employment 1 7
Fee 1 7
Volunteer 1 7
Other 5 36

The authors also wanted to know which qualifications international teachers needed
in order to participate and teach in schools, or how the conditions for the

cooperation with these teachers were set up. The results are presented in Table 5.
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Table 5: Frequency distribution of the type of employment of international teachers in schools

Qualifications f %
Additional teacher training in the host country. 2 13
Gained the suitable education in the country of origin and was sufficient to 5 33
work in the Slovenian school.

None of the above. 5 33
Other: 3 20

As indicated in Table 5 the school principals stated that 5 (33%) of the international
teachers (with a migration background) had acquired a suitable educational
qualification in their country of origin to work in a Slovenian school. Two (13%) of
them needed additional teacher training in Slovenia in order to teach, five (33%) and
three (20%) principles chose the answers “none of the above” or “other”. In the
open-ended option, two principles wrote: “The teacher has learned Slovenian and passed a
professional excam. The international teacher had obtained a relevant qualification in her country of
origin, but it was not fully recognized. She then studied at the Faculty of Education, University of

Primorska, and received a relevant qualification that led to her employment as a preschool teacher.”

Next, the authors wanted to know which language was most frequently used for
communicating with international teachers in (pre)primary and secondary schools.
As evident from Table 6, Slovene (75%) was the most frequently used language.
However, three principles chose the answer “other” and mentioned that other

languages, such as Serbo-Croatian, were also used.

Table 6: Frequency distribution of language of communication in schools between

international teachers and school staff

Language of communication f %
English 0 0

Slovenian 9 75
Other 3 25

At the end of the questionnaire, the respondents were given the opportunity to write
a comment or simply add their own views on the topic. One the headmasters’
comments is especially worth highlighting: “I support employing international teachers with
the immigrant experience because we desperately need them, both the students and the teaching staff.
1t wonld be much easier for all of us.”
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The comment indicates that school principals welcome and support the integration
of international teachers (with a migration background) in the Slovenian school

system because of the linguistic and cultural diversity of school students.
3.2 Analysis of the Semi-Structured Interview

The second part of the study includes a semi-structured interview with one
international teacher (with a migration background). In line with the research
questions, the authors were interested in the type of employment and the contract
the interviewee had, the form of activity and involvement at a current school,
acceptance and support among the staff, and her perception of everyday school life.
Since Slovenian students and teachers do not have much experience with migrant
teachers and their inclusion in our educational environment, the interviewee’s

personal experience and involvement in everyday school life is summarized below.
Interviewee

The interviewee came from Madagascar. She was a teacher of French at three
secondary, public schools. She worked as a part-time teacher (50% and more). She
had been working at her current schools for more than 5 years, renewing her
contract every new school year. At the time of the study, she was employed as an
independent teacher with appropriate knowledge of the content, didactics, and
teaching methods in her subject. She enriched the content of French lessons,
introducing cultures, customs, traditions, and language, and she complemented the
work of a Slovenian teacher of French as a foreign language. She states: “My work as
a language teacher is perbaps different from that of my teacher colleagues becanse teaching a langnage
really requires a contact with a native speaker who adds value to the learning, which a Slovenian
teacher cannot do. I am not disqualifying the work of my Slovenian colleagnes at all. On the

contrary, onr work, our methods, our approaches are complementary.”

The interviewee taught the subject independently, sometimes accompanied by an
experienced teacher and, if required, received help with teaching. She interacted with
other teachers and also parents. She used Slovene when talking with parents and was
regularly involved in school life. She attended staff meetings, school trips, and

reflected on and promoted the diversity of the students in the classroom. Her
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professional duties and activities were similar to those of local teachers in her

country of residence.

She felt accepted and comfortable among the staff, could always ask a colleague for
advice, and could contribute her own ideas among the teaching personnel. She was
asked by colleagues for her opinion and feedback on the school’s work, and she felt
valued by the principal, staff and students. Her international background was
appreciated and valued. She was proud that her students achieved excellent results

on various examinations and at language competitions.

The interviewee received support in team teaching, materials and in-service training.
However, she would have appreciated more support in learning Slovenian (the
language of the host country). She could have used support in her everyday
schoolwork, especially in the preparation of and reflection on teaching lessons,
classroom management, extra-curricular tasks, and orientation at school. She also
pointed out that the formal requirements/acceptance of degrees is a barrier for her
to work as a teacher in Slovenia. She said: “I do not recezve the real ‘price’, valne, salary for
the work I do. 1t is my colleagnes who get the points for the projects I propose, organize, and carry
out. They get career advancement and not me. 1 wonld not like to take the place of the Slovenian
teacher but wonld like to work with bim/ her to support the students, to bring the added value to

the classroom. <

As an international teacher, the experience and competences she brought to her
professional life differed from those of her Slovenian colleagues. She noted that
Slovenian classes were more homogenous than in her country of origin and, in her
opinion, the question of identity is also different in both countries. She commented:
“My vision of life in Slovenia is different from that of my Slovenian colleagues becanse I chose to
live bere, and 1 ‘have’ to make effort to adapt myself to the habits that are not mine. For them,
every situation is ‘normal’ and ‘logical’. So, in first-hand: what is normal and logical is not for

everyone.

For me, the classes are rather homogenous contrary to those in my country. As a result, Slovenian
Students and teachers all think more or less the same and do not see other culture. For exanmple: If
we had students of different origins, different religions in the same class (at least balf of them), we
wonld treat the question of identity differently (a theme for the langnage class to deal with)”.
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4 Discussion and Conclusions

The results obtained through the quantitative-qualitative research indicate that few
international teachers (with a migration background) are integrated and employed in
Slovenian schools. Despite efforts in contacting various institutions, Ministries, non-
governmental organisations, individuals, and school principals, the authors could not
collect the contact information (e-mail) of other migrant teachers in Slovenia who
were willing to share their experiences about everyday Slovenian school life. Only
one international teacher was willing to participate in the semi-structured interview.
Moreover, the findings reveal that if international teachers (with a migrant
background) are employed at Slovenian schools, they tend to come from Western
European countries as foreign language teachers, or from the countries of former
Yugoslavia. Medari¢ et al. (2021, p. 4), in their paper on integration of migrant
children in Slovenian schools, claim that Slovenia remains largely a country of
transition. According to their research data, Slovenia is not a desirable and/or final
destination for migrants from a global migration perspective, as it is geographically

small, politically less recognized and not economically attractive enough (ibid.).

More precisely, the school principals’ answers in the quantitative study show that
only 10 Slovenian schools have employed international teachers (with a migration
background) over the last five years — these numbers demonstrate that fewer than
three teachers (usually just one) have participated in one Slovenian school per school
year. Other studies from Canada and the USA (Deters, 2006; Niyubahwe et al., 2013)
also report that international teachers (with a migration background) find it very
difficult to find a school that will give them the opportunity to prove themselves.
Schmidt, Young, and Mandzuk (2010) noted that systematic discriminatory hiring
practices are one of the main obstacles faced by immigrant teachers who want to

resume their teaching careers in Canada.

Furthermore, according to the school principals’ answers in this study, teaching as a
full-time employee at school was the most frequently used form of cooperation
among migrant teachers in Slovenia. The principals also stated that almost half of
them (43%), working at schools, had been consistently employed. In addition, the
study also revealed that the international teaching qualifications for cooperation in
schools were often not fully recognized in the Slovenian education system, meaning

that along with passing a Slovenian language exam, international teachers also
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needed to complete additional teacher training courses in order to receive a relevant

qualification.

Furthermore, the respondents from Iran and Turkey stated that none of them had
been employed in a school and were therefore unable to describe their everyday
school-life experiences. To get a job at Slovenian schools, all teachers must master
the Slovene standard language, have certain teaching competences and
qualifications, and pass a final professional exam. Both interviewees fulfil the
requirement of having teaching competences in their home country. However, the
certificate of proficiency in Slovene is often an obstacle to international teachers
being employed at schools, as stated by the interviewees. The authors see a problem
in this, as there is only a small number of international teachers (with a migration
background), who work in Slovenian schools and who are able to offer support to
immigrant students, therefore, the authors recommend loosening (language

proficiency) legislation in order to ease their path to employment.

According to Slovenian legislation (Rules on the Teaching Certification
Examination, 2000), permanent staff in education need to pass a final professional
exam, which alongside content and teaching methods also evaluates the candidate’s
knowledge of Slovene. Teachers cannot be regularly employed in a Slovenian
educational institution if they do not speak Slovene fluently. The assessment of
Standard Slovene in the oral section of the final professional examination is based
on the standards set out in the Catalogne of Knowledge of the Slovene Language for the
Professional Examination (Krizaj-Ortar et al., 2004). The catalogue states that “the basis
for determining the candidate’s knowledge of Slovene, acquired during the
candidate’s internship or training in schools, is mainly the mentor’s and school
principal’s assessment of the candidate’s oral and written assignments or activities”
(Krizaj-Ortar et al., 2004, p. 3). Currently, there is no legal document that determines
the level of language proficiency of Slovene (e.g., B1, B2 or C1), according to the
Common European Framework of Reference for Languages, (Council of Europe,
2020), needed to teach in schools. The only document the principals are required to

follow is the above-mentioned catalogue of knowledge.

Other studies (Elbaz-Luwisch, 2004; Lefebvre et al, 2002; Myles et al., 2000;
Niyubahwe et al., 2013) also indicate that failure to master the language and the

culture of the country could hamper access to employment. For example, Lefebvre,
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Legault, and De Seve (2002) report that the French language test could be an

obstacle for gaining access to employment for many immigrant teachers in Canada.

From the open-ended questions one may conclude that Slovenian school principals
welcome and support the integration of international teachers (with a migration
background) into the Slovenian educational system. They are aware of the fact that
these teachers may act as role models, help immigrant students to integrate into the
school system, and contribute to multilingual and multicultural education
(Niyubahwe et al., 2013).

The responses from one international teacher (with a migration background)
revealed that she mostly taught content or offered language support in
communication with parents, other teachers, or students. She reported no
differences in teaching approaches or classroom management and stated that she
enjoyed positive relations and collaboration with her colleagues, as well as with the
school administration. She did not feel socially isolated at school. Some studies in
Israel (Remennick, 2002) or in Australia (Peeler & Jane, 2005) do exist, however,
highlight a lack of cooperation and support on the part of school counsellors,

colleagues, and parents.

There are various key factors, which support the social and professional re-
integration of international teachers (with a migration background) into a new
school: recognition of their professional competences leading to a teaching permit
and long-term employment, the quality of collaboration and cooperation between
teaching colleagues and school administration, and acceptance from the (general and
school) community as well as the students’ parents (Niyubahwe et al., 2013; Schmidt
et al,, 2010). Bearing in mind the potential for a shortage of teachers in the long run
in Slovenia, the authors herein see the opportunity for international teachers to fill
in this deficit. Therefore, we recommend developing guidelines or recommendations
for principals, teaching staff, and international teachers themselves for their
professional transition into Slovenia and elsewhere, especially in terms
of employment legislation, overcoming linguistic and cultural barriers, offering
supplementary funding for continuing teacher training programs, workshops and re-
certification, developing (bilingual) websites for teaching and social resources,

supporting teacher practices, mentorship experiences and networking.
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In conclusion, the quantitative-qualitative study (which, owing to a limited number
of responses from school principals, presents only impressions, not generalizations)
has brought to light certain practices and obstacles regarding the social and
professional re-integration or transition of international teachers (with a migration
background) into schools in Slovenia. Regarding this issue, the small number of
international teachers integrated in schools and studies in Slovenia and globally, have
been highlighted. However, the diverse teaching tasks and practices that
international teachers are engaged in and their cooperation with other teaching staff

enhance the quality of education and working conditions in schools.
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1 Introduction

Throughout its existence, the internet has given rise to new activities and changed
the implementation of traditional activities. With the advent of e-commerce, e-
health, e-shops and the like, the bulk of things have moved to the internet and
electronic media (Bregar, 2013). “An important area of application of ICT is
education. ICT is changing all types of education (formal, non-formal and informal),
not only for the younger generations (‘digital generations’), but also for the adult
population (‘digital immigrants’) and opening up to education /.../, with more
creativity in learning and acquiring knowledge and with more innovative approaches

in adapting educational services /... (ibid., 10.).”

Social interactions are hard to avoid since they take place everywhere. This is
particularly impossible in education. Without interaction, teachers would not have
to teach, and students would not be able to learn. Social interaction also involves
teamwork, as at least two actors are always involved. However, their role in
education is constantly changing therefore a lot of adjustment is needed. With the
help of technology students can browse through needed information at school and
at home. Therefore, the purpose of this paper is to explore what learning methods

are being used in this flood of information.
1 Social Interaction and Ways of Learning
1.1 Definition of Social Interaction

Social interaction encompasses the processes that take place between two individuals
(verbal and nonverbal communication, relationship building, information exchange,
forms of behaviour and actions) (Ule, 2005). It is important in learning, as it can
raise the learning potential and strengthen work energy. Whalley (2002) believes that
a web of interactions creates a collaborative learning environment, wherein
information, knowledge, encouragement, and mutual assistance are transferred

between participants.

Cognition is very important in social interaction, as it allows us to exclude from all
the information received which is important to us. Social interaction is also

important in learning, where three forms of cognition that affect learning can be
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distinguished. The first of these is imitation, which is the first step towards social
interaction and encompasses, above all, learning by example. This is more accurately
described in literature as imitating the behaviour of others. This is followed by
experiential learning, which is largely unconscious. At the conscious level, however,
we would call this learning through experience. We are only aware of important and
recurring stimuli with the help of which we shape our own experiences. We store
experiences in memory and recall them when we need them. The last form is

constructive learning, which comprises language, consciousness and self-awareness
(Tomc, 2008).

Social phenomena are emergent and disjunctive, which is why we cannot observe
them. “We can observe only individual actions, while the social phenomenon is an
emergence that is formed at the level of the population of diverse actions and can

only be accessible to us as an interpretation” (Tomc, 2008, p. 14).

Social interactions are also important in terms of collaborating, growing up and
creating your own personality. Through these interactions people can learn a lot and
share experiences, which allows us to grow into good, hard-working, responsible
individuals, who are capable of teamwork based precisely on these interactions.
Interactions also allow us to empathize with others, understand their feelings, and

identify with others in any given situation.

Teachers have the opportunity to determine the degree of social interaction through
their way of working. They can direct learners to work in pairs, small learning groups
ot to practise teamwork. They can encourage competition, joint problem solving or

helping weaker learners.
1.1.1  Traditional and Modern Ways of Learning

Traditional learning is considered a constructivist approach, wherein students
passively accepted knowledge from their environment. There are many theories of
learning, but “the latest definitions are based on basic assumptions and define
learning as a relatively permanent change in behaviour resulting from individual
activity and experience and interaction with content, consideration of experiences
/.../, from which a student gains knowledge and basic experience” (Cindric et al.

2010, p. 62 in Bili¢, 2011, p. 201). In our information society, where the time for
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acquiring knowledge is getting shorter and more and more information is available
on the internet, school practices are also changing. Namely, students come to classes
with technological devices (mobile phones, computers). Pensky (2009) points out
that there is lesser interest in the traditional way of teaching and more in browsing
websites. That is why it is necessary to revive the efficient use of technology,
resulting in students working more actively during lessons. Based on the above,
Siemens presents a new theory for the needs of students, which he calls
connectivism (Bili¢, 2011, p. 202). Connectivism “focuses on dynamic, diverse,
unlimited sources of knowledge that are constantly responding to change, and an

environment that encourages self-activity and the process of lifelong learning”

(ibid.).

As with all things, learning with the help of information and communication
technology has its advantages and disadvantages. Some of the advantages are
diversity (diversity of opinions), independence, interactivity, and openness in terms
of an adaptive approach to learning. Students can also express themselves personally
(through blogs, vlogs, forums, etc.) and gain new insights with peers abroad.
However, there is one major problem, for in this flood of information it is difficult

to distinguish correct information and extract its essence (Bili¢, 2011, p. 203).

The traditional roles of the learner, teacher, learning technology and learning content
have changed with e-learning and require careful planning of the learning
environment and process as the teacher steps into the background and the learner
interacts with the learning content. Rebolj (2008) believes that we must nevertheless
create artificial social elements in order to give students a sense of belonging to a
particular group. She mentions certain building blocks that can be placed
electronically in the e-environment to create a sense of coexistence in a group:
“imitation, transmission of suggestions, establishment of sympathies and antipathies
and identification, social pressure, support and also mutual barriers.” It is necessary
to create social structure in the group with the possibility of mutual influence, which
can be achieved through all forms of group work, “tasks that require

communication, evaluation of products of others, project lessons, etc.” (ibid., 64).
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1.1.2  Flipped Classroom and Flipped Learning

“Flipped classroom is one of the newest and most popular learning models that
include technology” (Jensen et al., 2014, p. 1). This learning model is redirected first
to out-of-class work and then to classroom work. In flipped learning, students and
students first look at the material at home and come to class with possible problems
and questions. The teacher then leads the debate and provides additional
information about the subject. The main purpose of flipped learning is for students
to watch pre-prepared videos, recordings of lectures, and other learning content
uploaded or provided by the teacher. In the classroom, they also tackle concrete
problem solving and mutual interaction, therefore their participation is much more
active. According to the constructivist model, learning consists of two phases: the
first phase, in which students acquire understanding and knowledge of the content,
and the second phase, in which they know how to use and evaluate this acquired
knowledge in new situations. In the traditional model of learning, these two phases
are facilitated for students, since teachers provide them with the content themselves,
and the students’ only task is homework. In the flipped model, however, students
are responsible for reviewing the content before coming to class, and only then does
the teacher’s work begin, which facilitates evaluation in new situations. As this is a
relatively new model of learning, studies and researchers are not unanimous on
whether this is a good working method or not. In any case, the role of students is
more active than in the traditional model (Jensen et al., 2014, p. 1-2). Flipped
learning is integrated into the teaching method, and therefore success is usually
attributed to learning alone. Schwarzzenberg et al. (Eryilmaz & Cigdemoglu, 2018,
p- 2) mention “that the success of flipped learning depends to a large extent on

providing the conditions for active learning.”

In flipped learning, each individual’s level of motivation plays an important role, as
it helps to achieve the desired goals. Students who are internally motivated are more
involved in classtoom work and have the autonomy to learn content independently,
which they later discuss. Both external and internal motivation play an important
role in flipped learning. We have already mentioned the role of internal motivation,
while external motivation refers to the desire to be rewarded, to avoid punishment,
and is manifested primarily in behaviour. An example of external motivation is
student alignment and external reward. Self-control and integrated regulation are

reflections of internal motivation (Zainuddin, 2018, p.77).
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Active learning is emphasized in all new or newer learning methods, especially in
flipped learning.
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Figure 1: Representation of active learning

Source: Giorgdze, M., & Dgebuadze, M. (2017). Interactive teaching methods: challenges and
perspectives. IJAEDU- International E-Journal of Advances in Education. 544 — 548.
https://doi.org/10.18768 /jjacdu.370419.

The Figure 1 shows that with the help of active learning we remember up to 70% of
what is said and up to 90% of what we say and do. Thus, with the help of active
learning and gained experience, we remember much more than with passive learning,
which includes sitting and following what the teacher says. In passive learning, we
remember only 10% of what is read, 20% of what is heard, 30% of what is seen, and
50% of what is heard and seen.

2.1.3  Online Learning

Owing to the influence of technology, learning in school in the traditional way no
longer has the same function as it used to. Technology and social networks are
becoming more widespread, leading to the teacher no longer being a transmitter of
knowledge, but rather a motivator and guide. More and more students, as well as
students in primary and secondary schools, have been using the internet for

information.

Namely, social networks contain information that help educators upgrade their
careers, as well as information about things that we are interested in. Many teachers

thus use participatory social media, also called personal learning networks. These
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networks involve a system of impersonal connectivity and research for the needs of
information learning, ideas and information exchange. These are mainly educational
blogs, wikis, and podcasts, including Twitter, Edmodo and Facebook (Viser et al.,
2014, p. 397).

Dewey (1938) describes interaction as an integral part of the educational process that
occurs when a student converts the information provided to them. The interaction
between human and non-human actors explored by Dewey was upgraded by
Laurillard (2000), who argued that university education should go beyond access to
information and include collaboration with others (teachers, students, content) to

help personal understanding (Anderson, 2003, p. 130-131).

Facebook and Twitter are social platforms where users can ask for interests on the
wall (board) and get an answer from others. “These platforms provide knowledge
building and sharing where teachers can find support in large groups that bring
together answers to find the best solution” (Trust, 2014, p. 133—134).

In Slovenia, there are several thousand members in teacher groups on Facebook,

e.g.:

Teachers to teachers (5,600 members): The group is intended for teachers and for

those who teach to share materials, expetiences, opinions, and advice.

Young teacher (6,400 members): It covers the fields of education, state exam
(questions, materials, commissions, etc.), traineeships, regulations, teaching

preparations, salaries, promotions, etc.

Slovenian teachers (3,600 members): The group is intended for the exchange of
opinions and information for all those who teach in Slovenia and for teachers of

Slovenian communities abroad.

Classroom teachers (9,900 members): A group for primary level teachers and

students studying primary education.
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These and many others empower (e.g., students of education, novice teachers and
those with many years of practice), inspire, help to find innovative forms of work,
concrete examples from practice and give the opportunity to interact with colleagues

from all over the country.
2.1.4  Project Learning

Project learning is defined by Thomas (2000) as a model that organizes learning
through project work. He lists the following five main features of project-based
learning that have positive effects on participants (Gtlbahar & Tinmaz, 2014, p.
310):

— Project-based learning is of central importance, and it does not stem from
the curriculum.

— Projects based on project learning focus on issues and problems that lead
students to think about core concepts and principles.

— They encourage students to think constructively.

—  Project-based learning depends largely on the students.

Projects are realistic and not just school-based Heckendorn (2002) also explained
that projects based on project-based learning require much more work, a longer time
to complete, and are complex in nature. Project learning focuses on the final product
and the experience we gain during the process itself. The main task of the teacher is
to offer a good choice of topics, and the projects themselves are the responsibility
of the students, as well as the division of tasks. Therefore, project work is important
both on a personal and on a group level (Gulbahar & Tinmaz, 2014, p. 311). There
are several phases in project work and learning, which must be completed within a
certain time frame. In the first phase, planning and organising work is important,
and it is crucial for the student’s success. In the initial phase, the teachers or
professors are also important because they help students with additional questions
to organize. To find a suitable procedure for their project work, they advise
brainstorming or the “de Bono” technique (6 hats), with the help of which they
come up with a suitable solution for a given problem. Finally, the target audience,
which includes peers as well as parents and the principal, is also important,
depending on the topic of the project. During the project work itself, students learn

responsibility, independence and discipline. They also learn how to make an
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organizational plan, what steps to implement, how to strengthen mutual
communication and mutual self-esteem, and how to learn teamwork. However,
consultations are important for the teacher, as they offer an insight into the work
itself, and the teacher can then offer help and check whether the student’s way of
working is good (Bell, 2010, p. 40-42).

Project-based learning contains an integrative view of motivation and leads to new
student interests in projects. Through asking and raising questions, discussing ideas
and focusing on the problem, it allows students greater and regular interest and
concentration. There are two ways of proceeding in project work: first, the use of
questions, and second, the use of an issue to serve as a guided activity and which
causes a series of effects that leads to the final product. Students are both responsible
for creating the problem as well as the treatment and the product itself. In no case,
however, can the question be so limited that the results are known in advance
(Blumenfeld et al., 2011, p. 371-372).

2.2 Teachers’ Creativity and Their Role

In the age of growing information technology on demand, the need for a new way
of learning is even greater. Some teachers are already embarking on using new
teaching methods and connecting to professional learning networks (PLN) (Trust,
2014, p. 133). PLN is a system that interconnects and supports non-formal learning.
It allows teachers to focus on global support networks that prevent isolation and
promote independence. There are two types of PLN, namely data aggregation and
social media connections (ibid.). Through this, they can also connect with other
teachers around the world, providing support, help, sharing advice, feedback and
collaborative opportunities. PLN allows teachers not only to do the above, but also
to gather information on various websites and organize browsing, so they are always
up to date with the latest learning and teaching techniques. The most popular PLN
sites are Edmondo, Classroom 2.0 and The Educator’s. These provide an analysis
of how teachers use PLN for learning and communication (ibid.). Classroom 2.0 and
The Educator’s are very similar sites that allow chat features, blogs, and own posts.
Both have a main forum for discussion. They also include forums for individual
interest groups. Edmondo is the most widespread of the three. It contains easy and
transparent page navigation, each member can join a study group, and the latest

posts are visible immediately so there is no need to browse for new posts. Edmondo
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is not an oversized browser but has a page of 12 themed communities where
members share information and resources, as well as get feedback on the same
subject (Trust, 2014, p. 1306).

2.1.1 The Role of Teachets

The roles and responsibilities of teachers are constantly changing. Above all, they
are determined by curricula, knowledge standards, rules, student diversity and new
technology. In all of this, however, teachers have too few learning opportunities and
flexibility in learning and working in a period of rising technology. Many teachers do
not believe that professional development can help them with the changing work in
the workplace. Due to the large volume of work, teachers themselves began the
search for learning opportunities. Teachers use information and communication
technology to educate themselves informally. In doing so, they learn from others,
engage in collaboration, experiment, seek information, and engage in activities
outside of school. In non-formal education, teachers are more independent and
focus on the topics that interest and benefit them in their work. Teachers have long
been the main source of knowledge, but this area has been replaced by information
technology, so the way of working, teaching and learning has changed (Trust &
Horrock, 2016, p. 4). It requires teachers to have ICT skills, which can come as an
incentive from the management, who plans the acquisition of e-competences in an
organized manner. At the same time, teachers themselves are responsible for the
development of these competencies, which can be acquired by participating in
various free online tutorials, webinars, mass online Arnes (and other) courses,
courses at the National Education Institute of the Republic of Slovenia for
professionals, members in various online communities, etc. (Zavasnik et al., 2021, p.

4).
2.1.2  The Professional Development of Teachers

The professional development of professors is just as important as the professional
development of other staff (educators and teachers). Professional development itself
combines a personal point of view with development that professors acquire
through their studies and through experience while working at the institution
(Hmelak, 2018, p. 91).
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Many principles are important for professional development, which many authors
have defined in more detail for educators and teachers, and these can also be
generalized to the professional development of professors. Vonta (2005) describes
ten basic conditions for professional development. He highlights the very beginning
of professional development, which begins with education and professional training
and continues with individualization and differentiation of approaches based on the
diversity of approaches to professional development. He further emphasizes the
importance of the individual reflecting on their practice and work, and of analysing
the implications of certain approaches. It is also very important to work with a team,
which offers shared experiences and more successful self-evaluation and awareness
of strengths and weaknesses. Teamwork is extremely important in professional
development, as professors do not work alone, but together with an assistant. This
also reflects cultural collegiality expressed through common goals, sharing

responsibility for success and continuous improvement (Hmelak, 2018, p. 48-50).

“Professional development takes place gradually and goes through several stages,
the first is definitely the decision for a particular profession” (Hmelak, 2018, p. 50).

Professional development is not only reflected in the delivery of material, but also
through personal motivation and ambition, which is visible in the number of
publications of articles and other work. A professor who is constantly developing
their professional development not only improves their acquired knowledge, but

also acquires new knowledge that they can include in their subject.

Electronic portfolios are increasingly being used as a tool for showcasing
development, since “it enables transparency of process continuity (e.g., learning,
personal professional development, quality assurance) and results. It is proven to
promote the development of competencies, reflection and improvement of their
own work, teamwork, work in an interdisciplinary team and participation in

professional communities” (Isteni¢ Starcic, 2007, p. 78).
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3 Empirical Part
3.1 Purpose of the study

The purpose of the study was to determine the extent to which and how students
use innovative forms of learning in their studies, and the extent to which professors
use innovative forms of teaching. The students’ satisfaction with this way of working

was also of interest.

3.2 Research Methods

The article is based on theoretical starting points, focusing on the impact of
information technology on teaching, new approaches to learning, and the role of the

teacher and their creation in the flood of technology.

In the empirical part, a quantitative research method was used. A structured
questionnaire was distributed among students of Preschool Pedagogy at the Faculty

of Education at all three universities in Slovenia.

There were a few issues with data collection. Of the 151 people who clicked on the
survey, only 69 people completed it. The reason could be possible technical issues,
the short time of the survey questionnaire and remote work, and students possibly

not responding to our request.
The sincerity of the answers could be another possible issue.

4 Results and Interpretation

e
o%
Male Female from 18 to 20 years  from 18 to 20 years OVer 25 years

Figure 2: Number of participants by gender Figure 3: Age of participants
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As stated above, 69 people completed the questionnaire. Of these, four were men,
representing 6%, and 65 women, representing 94% of all respondents, as can be
seen in Figure 2.

Figure 3 shows that most respondents were aged between 21 and 25, as many as
45%. The lowest number of participants was over 25 years of age, 22%, which was

to be expected, as the survey was conducted by students.

100%
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40%
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Mariber Ljubljana Koper

Figure 4: Place of study

When asked which university they attended, the majority of respondents indicated
Maribor, as many as 93%. Thus, the results are only relevant for the Faculty of
Education in Maribor. The least indicated Ljubljana, as can be seen in Figure 4.

70%
60%
50%
40%
30%
20%
10%
_m
o always often sometimes rarely Never

B Flipped learning

B online learning

W Dpistance learning
Project learning

Figure 5: Using innovative methods in one’s own work (before COVID-19)
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The students said that they sometimes used project-based learning (61%) in their
work, while they never used distance learning before the pandemic (45%) (see Figure
5). Online learning was used often by 29, while flipped learning was rarely used
(38%).

60%
50%
40%
30%
20%
10%
0% .
Very impartant Important Neither important Insignificant Very insignificant
nor insignificant
| Flipped learning W online learning 1| Distance learning Project learning

Figure 6:The importance of the role of the professor

As can be seen in Figure 6, students found the role of the professor very important
in flipped learning (51%) and distance learning (52%), while the role of the professor

was less important in online learning (36%) and project learning (51%).

70%

60%

50%

40%

30%

20%

10%

N .

Very important Important Neither important Insignificant  Very insignificant
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.Flippedlearning I online learning W Distance learning  * ~ Project learning

Figure 7: The importance of active student participation
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The students considered active participation to be very important in all innovative
forms of work: 58% for flipped learning, 49% for online learning, 57% for distance
learning, and 52% for project-based learning (Figure 7). The latter confirms the
above-mentioned theory of connectivism (Bili¢, 2011, p. 202).

60%
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40%
30%
20%

10%

Very important Important Neither importnat Insignificant  Very insignificant
nor insignificant

0%

Figure 8:. The importance of the creativity of the professor

The students rated the professot’s creativity as very important (49%) and important
(46%). Of the respondents, 4% were undecided (see Figure 8). The high percentage
confirms the fact that the creativity of professors is important and desirable, which
is also reflected in their integration into professional learning networks (PLN) (Trust,
2014, p. 133).

60%
50%
40%
30%
20%

10%

Very important Important Neither important Insignificant Very insignificant
not insignificant

Figure 9: Education of professors in the field of ICT for their own professional development
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The students believed that the professor’s education in the field of ICT was
important for their professional development. As many as 48% of students were of
this opinion, while 43% of students thought it very important. Of the students, 9%

defined the importance of ICT education as neither important nor insignificant

(Figure 9).

The use of information and communication technology (ICT) in learning and
teaching increases access to information and has a significant impact on the
development of teaching. At the same time, it allows individuals and communities
to communicate whenever they want. Lack of ICT equipment can be one of the
barriers that affect the accessibility and use of it at work. The professional knowledge
of professors, their persuasions, and the skills they use in their work, in addition to
the use of ICT, are important for professional work and development (Charalambos
& Glass, 2007, p. 87).

70%
60%

50%

I
0%

Very important Important Neither important Insignificant Very insignificant
nor insignificant

Figure 10: Professors’ professional development and satisfaction with the profession

The students believed that the professors’ satisfaction with their profession was
important for their professional development (Figure 10). While more than half of
the students found this very important (6%), just under a third found professors’
professional development and job satisfaction important (32%). Of the students, 3%

were undecided about the importance.
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Zivkovié (2013) states similar results; namely that professors themselves see
professional development as important, especially for their career advancement and

pedagogical work (Zivkovi¢, 2013, p.150).
5 Conclusion

In this review article, some possible methods for conducting lessons and lectures
have been mentioned, in which students participate more actively, thus remembering
more contents. By being actively involved in their work and engaging in various
project- and team- work, students gain communication skills, expand their research
areas and knowledge, are much more confident and show more self-initiative in their
work. Distance learning with pre-prepared lectures and the use of various platforms
is interesting mainly because students engage with the lectures when they have time,
they can watch them several times and they arrive prepared for the lesson. Following
this, the teacher can upgrade the knowledge the students have already gained, lead
discussions or prepare other interesting topics related to the topic. This requires
great work ethic and motivation of the teachers to explore new methods of learning
and teaching. In the future, more research should be devoted to this topic, as the
influence of media and technology is growing, and the learning system will have to
adapt accordingly. Much has been written about practicing learning through
movement, but there is very little (Slovenian) research on the purpose of distance
learning, on the preparation of pre-prepared lectures, and on the use of Twitter or
Facebook as a learning tool. Recently, the most important topics are flipped learning
and flipped classroom, which however have not yet entered the educational system
in many countries. Flipped learning, as well as project- and team- work and distance
learning, strengthen social interactions that are not as personal as face-to-face
contact but can still work well together. It would be interesting to delve into this
topic, as we believe that we would discover a myriad of methods that are much more
functional, more interesting, and that attract the attention of young people to

remember sooner and know how to interconnect things.

Numerous studies show that online learning can be very successful in connection
with the traditional way of teaching. The biggest hurdle in online learning is the time
it takes to complete modules through online learning, while also pointing out the

importance of monitoring which factors lead to success through online learning
(Smart & Cappel, 20006, p. 201).
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Abstract Primary school teachers are one of the largest
professional groups in education. Their competences cover a
wide range of knowledge, abilities, and skills. However, the
curricula for teacher education rarely contain topics related to
children’s health and lifestyle. The purpose of this study was to
gain an insight into the role of primary school teachers in
supporting a healthy lifestyle and the well-being of children. A
systematic literature review with meta-analysis was implemented
on a sample of N = 37 studies. The results showed that teachers
have a significant role in strengthening physical and mental
health in schoolchildren aged between 6 to 12. School-based
mental health promotion programs were statistically significantly
more often implemented by primaty school teachers undergoing
special training for program implementation (p = .025). In their
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1 Introduction

As one of the fundamental human rights every child in Slovenia has the right to
preventive health care (Uradni list RS, $t. 19/98). Studies have proved that children
with better health achieve better academic outcomes and better health in later life
(Langford et al., 2015). Even short health promotion programs within the regular
school curriculum could benefit the schoolchildren’s physical and mental health
(Volanen et al., 2020) and their cognitive and academic performance (Singh et al,,
2017). Several Cochrane reviews have published findings of some of the most
prevalent areas of health promotion in schools, such as encouragement to regular
physical activity and improvement of physical fitness (Dobbins et al., 2013;
Demetriou et al., 2015; Schiiller, & Demetriou, 2018), dietary behaviour (Racey et
al., 2010), preventing substance use (Carney et al., 2016; Thomas et al., 2013), mental
health awareness (Salerno, 2016), and prevention of unintended pregnancies
(Oringanje et al., 2010).

Undoubtedly, school settings play a crucial role in protecting and encouraging
healthy development in the school-aged population. However, there is still a
substantial gap in studies to assess the impact of health promotion programs on
health-related outcomes in schoolchildren (Singh et al., 2017). Moreover, the
curricula of teacher education globally rarely contain topics related to children’s
health and lifestyle. Therefore, the purpose of this study was to gain an insight into
the health promotion programs provided by a primary school teacher during the

eatly years of a child’s schooling.
11 Health Education and Health Promotion in the School Setting

Health education and health promotion for children and young people have a long
tradition worldwide, especially in Japan (Yamauchi et al, 2019) and Finland
(Laaksonen, 2012). In Japan, a “Yogo teacher” is defined as “a special licensed
educator who supports children’s growth and development through health
education and health services on the basis of principles of health promotion in all
areas of educational activities in school” (Yamauchi et al., 2019, p. 81). A Yogo
teacher is considered teaching staff, not necessarily a health professional, who

undergoes a university education offered by various institutions, such as teaching
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education, health sciences education, physical, or nutrition education (Yamauchi et
al., 2019).

On the other hand, a school nurse in Finland is defined as “a public health nurse
that provides preventive and curative health care services to schoolchildren”
(Laaksonen, 2012, p. 25). The Finnish concept of school nursing is grounded on the
priorities of check-ups for children’s growth and development, screening for
infectious diseases, and physical health. From this point of view, the Finish concept
is closely related to the Slovenian concept of preventive health care defined by the
national Rules on Carrying out Preventive Health Care at the Primary Level (Uradni
list RS, st. 19/98).

The main purpose of the ZDA] — Zdravje danes za jutri [engl. NOW — Health Today
for Tomorrow] program, as the core preventive health care program for children,
adolescents, and students in Slovenia, is dominantly oriented towards health
protection, reducing mortality, morbidity, and disability, and to the monitoring of
children’s and young people’s health. Preventive medical examinations with
screening for early assessment of risks are in the foreground. Consequently, the only
providers of the ZDAJ program are medical institutions, physicians, registered
nurses, and other health-related professionals (e.g., clinical psychologists, speech
therapists) (Uradni list RS, st. 19/98). Unfortunately, the regulations do not include
teachers in schools, where a significant part of a child’s health experience occurs.
Hence, the role of pedagogical science and practice should be carefully studied and

considered.

1.2 Teachers’ Education for Promoting a Healthy Lifestyle and Well-
Being in Slovenian Children

At the beginning of the 1990s, the Faculty of Education and the College of Health
at the University of Ljubljana offered the first university degree in health education.
The program followed a two-year college education in nursing and comprised four
semesters with 15 different courses, integrating educational and health sciences. In
the curriculum, emphasis was placed on nursing (215 hours! ), education for health

(120 hours), research methodology (150 hours), and management in nursing (145

U All hours are teaching hours. One teaching hour is 45 minutes.
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hours) (Pahor, 1998). Although the international strategies for health promotion,
quality of life, and longevity initiated the degree program in health education at the
University of Ljubljana (Pahor, 1998), it seems that more substantial reasons
originated from the lack of nursing education. The nursing society tried to develop
a university degree in nursing and not a particular education program for
professionals in promoting better health in schools. It is suggested that this was one
of the significant reasons that the study program was offered only for four academic

years.

Despite its short period of running, the Slovenian study program in Health
Education had a significant impact on the education of teachers, specialised in
promoting a healthy lifestyle and wellbeing in schools and healthcare. Among the
first professors of the program, Kalisnik (2003) emphasized that health education
requires professionals with a university education, who successfully integrate

knowledge in healthcare and pedagogy.

The first generation of graduates? was evaluated by Pahor (1998). She used a mixed
methods triangulation approach with a quantitative survey (n = 49) and qualitative
interviews (n = 34). The cohort was observed three times: at the beginning of their
studies, at the beginning of their second year, and at the end of their studies. Pahor
(1998) reported that most students participated in the program part-time. Therefore,
balancing a job, school, and family obligations was the main struggle for the
participants. The participants highlighted appreciation for the study program, which
helped them in the areas of personal development, self-confidence, empathy to
themselves and others, greater tolerance, a sense of responsibility, and critical
thinking. Ten years after enrolment, Kalisnik (2003) repeated the survey on the same
group. The graduates still expressed a strong belief in their study program from the
broader sense of knowledge and encouragement for lifelong education. They
expressed regrets related to the discontinuation of the study program and a strong
need for systematisation and recognition of their profession in the Slovenian health
and school system. In his work, Kali$nik (2003) mentioned the new curriculum for
health education, intended to be run in the early 2000s. However, the study of health

education so far has not been revived. Therefore, the issue of teachers’ competences

2 Enrolled in the 1993/1994 academic year.
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for promoting a healthy lifestyle and well-being in children remains in need of new

systematic research.
13 The Purpose of the Study

Following this research gap, the study aimed to evaluate school health promotion
programs for students aged between 6 to 12. All analysed programs were
implemented by their class teachers and/or changes in the school cutticulum. Of
primary interest were the main characteristics of the programs, e.g., area of health,
methodology, target groups, duration, and follow-ups. Second was an evaluation of
the effectiveness of the programs on children’s health. Lastly, the differences
according to the provider and school grade were statistically analysed.

2 Systematic Literature Review

A systematic literature review with a meta-analysis approach based on the
classification of the review types by Sutton, Clowes, Preston & Booth (2019) was
implemented. The literature review was conducted in the following three stages: 1)
Collecting data from peer reviewed journals; 2) Evaluating the obtained data based
on the inclusion and exclusion criteria, and 3) Analysing the data with statistical
methods.

2.1 Methodology

The EBSCOhost and PubMed databases were selected for a systematic literature
search. PubMed included a high level of publications based on randomized
controlled trials (RCT), and publications on school-based interventions were

strongly represented on EBSCOhost.

The first data search resulted in 854 articles. After careful evaluation of the collected
articles through the inclusion and exclusion criteria (Table 1), the final sample of 37

studies was selected for the literature review.
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Table 1. Inclusion and exclusion criteria for the systematic literature review

Category Inclusion criteria Exclusion criteria
learning difficulties, problem behaviour;
Area health-related programs g P ?
topics unrelated to health
primary school children, aged 6 children not within the age limit; children
Target group . . . . ..
to 12; general population with special needs or chronic conditions
. . rograms in healthcare, the communi
Settings primary schools programs in. ’ mmunity,
’ research institutes, other organisations
external experts (e.g. health
Provider primary school teachers professionals, dietitians, kinesiologists,
psychologists)
Results reporting the effects of the screen studies; evaluations; interventions
u

program on the child’s health

without results on health effects

Type of article

research article, completed
study with methods, results
and a discussion

study  protocols,  review
conference proceedings,

dissertations, grey literature

papers,
PhD

Language

English language, available full
text

other languages, abstracts

Database search

EBSCOhost, PubMed

other bibliographical databases, other

sources

Table 2: Methodology of the school-based health promotion programs included in the review

Methodology n %
Research design Randomized controlled trial 22 59.5
Quasi-experimental design 5 13.5

Pretest-posttest design 3 8.1
Controlled intervention 7 18.9
Country of the United Kingdom 7 18.9
HPP USA 5 13.5
implementation Germany 4 10.8
Switzerland 3 8.1

Australia 3 8.1

China 2 5.4

Denmark 2 5.4

Pakistan 2 5.4

Others 9 24.4

Legend: HPP — health promotion program.

Table 2 shows the methodological characteristics of the school-based health
promotion programs included in the systematic review (n = 37). The school-based
health promotion programs were implemented around the globe. However, 59.4%
of the reviewed programs were implemented in Western countries. Moreover,
almost two-thirds of the programs (59.5%) were implemented by RCT design, which
is recognized as level 1 or the highest-quality level of scientific evidence and “may

be given the greatest weight when determining the impact, the results should have
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on practice” (DeVries, & Betlet, 2010, p. 207). Similarly, the quasi-experimental and
controlled interventions were evaluated on methodological levels 2 and 3 as high

quality and reliable scientific evidence.

Meta-analysis of the reviewed articles was conducted using statistical methods, such
as descriptive statistics for attributive variables (frequency, percentage) and
numerical variables (mean, standard deviation). Owing to the data being unevenly
distributed, a nonparametric Mann-Whitney U test and Cramer’s V test were used.
Cramer’s V replaced a measurement from the chi-square test when conditions for
analysis were not satisfied (more than 20% of cells had expected a count of less than
tive, and the minimum expected count was lower than 1.00). All statistical analyses

were implemented in IMB SPSS Statistics, version 28.0.
2.2 Results of the Meta-Analysis

Fifteen different areas of health promotion were recognized within 37 school-based
health promotion programs included in the review (Figure 1). The most popular
were interventions promoting a healthy lifestyle, such as a balanced diet and regular
physical activity (37.8%). They were followed by programs attempting to prevent
cardiovascular disease, e.g., metabolic syndrome, obesity, high blood pressure,
anaemia (21.6%). Other prevalent programs focused on mental health promotion,
including quality of sleeping and substance abuse prevention (18.9%) and infection
control programs (8.1%). Overall, they covered a wide range of areas of health, such
as oral health promotion, fall or injury prevention, and improving overall growth

and physical fitness.

Table 3 presents the main characteristics of the school-based health promotion
programs. Most of them (64.9%) were provided within the regular school curriculum
or because of changes in school policy. Only 35.1% of them reported special training

and teaching material for teachers who delivered the programs.
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nutrition A | .2
physical activity I — T ——— (.3
healthy lifestyle T — S (.3

obesity prevention IEEEEE———————— (.3

substance abuse prevention G 3.

infection control I S|

mental health promotion I ————— .|

cardiovascular disease prevention I 3.
skeletal growth ) 2.7
improving physical fitness - 2.7
prevention of falls/ injurics  — 2.7
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sleep health  E— 27
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Figure 1. Areas of school-based health promotion programs.

Source: own

Table 3: Methodology of the school-based health promotion programs included in the review

Characteristics n %
Program provider Changes in school curriculum 24 64.9
Specially trained teachers 13 35.1

Area of health Physical health 30 81.1
Mental health 7 18.9

Target group Children 31 86.5

Children and families 1 2.7

Children and teachers/school 3 8.1

Children, families, and school 1 2.7

Participants’ grade  1¢t grade (6.5-7.0 years) 2 5.5
level 2nd grade (7.5-8.0 years) 6 16.2
31 grade (8.5-9.0 years) 8 21.6

4th grade (9.5-10.0 years) 7 18.9

5th grade (10.5-11.0 years) 8 21.6

6t grade (11.5-12.5 years) 6 16.2

Mean SD

HPP duration (months) 12.2 13.7
Number of follow-ups 1.68 1.25
Time of the first follow-up (months after HPP) 7.78 12.02
Time of the last follow-up (months after HPP) 14.46 16.87

Legend: SD — standard deviation; HPP — health promotion program.
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Of the analysed school-based health promotion programs, 81.1% were dedicated to
promoting physical aspects of health and 86.5% of them targeted merely children.
Most of the programs were implemented in the 3rd and 5th grades of primary
school. However, there was a balanced implementation of programs between the 1st
(43.3%) and the 2nd (56.7%) educational cycles of primary school.

The numerical variables in Table 3 show that an average school-based health
promotion program was carried out for about one year, with at least 1 or 2 follow-
ups after the cessation of the program. The first follow up, which measured the
health promotion program’s effects on children’s health, took place around eight
months after the intervention, and the last follow up more than one year after the
intervention. However, all numerical characteristics of the health promotion
programs showed a high standard deviation reflecting a wide range of durations and
follow-ups in the analysed health promotion programs in primary schools. The
authors were also interested in any statistically significant differences in
characteristics of the school-based health promotion programs relating to their
providers and participants’ grade levels (Table 4).

Table 4: Differences in characteristics of school-based health promotion programs according

to provider and school grade

.. HPP provider* School grade**
HPP Characteristics Craml; sV (p) Cramer%s vV ©)
Atea of health 367 .004
(.025) (.982)
Target group 255 A17
(499 (092
Research design 074 071
(977) (:980)
Mann-Whitney U test Mann-Whitney U test
®) ®)
HPP duration (months) 155.000 1.500
(.975) (.129)
Number of follow-ups 148.500 3.000
(778 (248
Time of the first follow-up (months 135.500 5.500
after HPP) (499) (:866)
Time of the last follow-up (months after 142.000 6.000
HPP) (.650) (1.000)

Legend: HPP — health promotion program; * differences in HPP between the implementation within the regular
school program and implementation by specially trained teachers; ** differences in HPP implementation between
the 1st and 2nd educational cycles in primary school.
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Cramer’s V test and the Mann-Whitney U test did not prove statistically significant
differences in most of the characteristics of the implemented school-based health
promotion programs, according to the type of provider and the participants’ grade
at school (Table 4). However, one statistically significant relationship existed
concerning the area of health. School-based programs dedicated to the promotion
of mental health were statistically significantly more often implemented by a specially
trained teacher than the physical health promotion programs (Cramer’s V = .367, p
= .025). Specially trained teachers delivered 71.4% of all mental health promotion
programs, and only 28.6% were within the regular school curriculum. Moreover,
91.7% of all health promotion programs implemented by the regular school
curriculum were oriented towards physical health content, such as obesity
prevention, infection control, and cardiovascular disease prevention. It seems that
health promotion programs in the first educational cycle are more likely to target
other groups besides children, such as families, peers, teachers, and the community.
Of all programs targeting multiple groups, 80% were implemented in the Ist
educational cycle. However, most programs in all grades target children (86.5%).
Therefore, Cramer’s V did not show statistically significant differences in the target
groups (p = .092).

Table 5: Differences in effectiveness of school-based health promotion programs according

to provider

Total sample Changes in  Specially

(n=37) school trained R

Effectiveness curriculum teachers Cramer’s V
(n = 24) (n=13) ®)

n % n % n %
Reverse effect 1 2.7 0 0 1 7.7
No effect 8 21.6 4 16.6 4 30.7
Partial/ moderate effect 12 32.4 9 37.5 3 23.1 379 (.258)
Positive effect 13 35.2 10 41.7 3 23.1
Strong positive effect 3 8.1 1 4.2 2 154

Legend: SD — standard deviation; HPP — health promotion program; p — statistical significance.

As with previous findings, the effectiveness of school-based health promotion
programs did not show any statistical significance according to the intervention
provider (Table 5). More than three-quarters of the health promotion programs
provided by school teachers within the regular curriculum achieved positive or
moderate effects on children’s health (79.2%). This figure was slightly smaller for
programs provided by specially trained teachers (46.2%). However, health
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promotion programs in school implemented by specially trained teachers showed a
more comprehensive range of effects, from strong positive effect (2 studies) up to
reverse effect (1 study). Moreover, Cramer’s V (274, p = .594) did not show any

statistically significant differences in effectiveness according to school grade.

In taking a more in-depth look into the school-based health promotion programs
that achieved no success or even reverse effects on children’s health revealed
exciting and unexpected findings, summarized in Table 6. Firstly, only one study
among the analysed health promotion programs implemented on primary school
children showed reverse effects on their health (Assaré et al., 2016). The rest of the
eight analysed programs reported no effects after the cessation of the program.
Secondly, all nine health promotion programs in Table 6 showed a similar
assessment from the view of the intervention provider. Four of the programs (Chan
et al., 2012; Rappaport et al., 2013; Thériault et al., 2014; Taylor et al., 2013) were
provided within the regular school curriculum or in changes in school
policy/regulations, and five of the programs were delivered by a specially trained
teacher (Assaré et al., 2016; Challen et al., 2014; Kipping et al., 2014; Rousham et al.,
2013; Tymms et al., 2016). According to their provider, these findings confirmed

comparable effectiveness, as presented in Table 5.

Moreover, the school-based programs in Table 6 were engaged in various areas of
health, e.g., cardiovascular disease prevention, promotion of healthy lifestyle and
nutrition. The findings revealed an interesting fact: two of all three common
infection control studies included in the review were placed in the group with no
effects (Thériault et al., 2014) or reverse effects (Assaré et al., 2010).

Finally, some of the authors, for example Chan et al. (2012), tried to explain the low
effectiveness of their intervention with methodological biases, such as
nonrepresentative sample, short duration of the program or inadequately submitted
experimental factor (e.g., small dose of dark chocolate). However, findings in Table
6 showed that school-based health promotion programs with no or reverse effects
could be found within the duration of 18-hours (Challen et al., 2014) and up to five
years (Assaré et al., 2016), within a small sample of 34 participants (Taylor et al.,
2013) and up to programs with more than 8000 participants (Rappaport et al., 2013).
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Table 6. School-based health promotion programs with reverse or no effect

(31:];11:)‘1:6, ;;Ti;iify) 11&1::; t(l)'lf Methodology Results — effectiveness
the infection intensity among
SCORE-study infection 5-year CRT, 1-year schistosomiasis mansoni-
(Assaré et al, 2010, ) follow-up (n =75 infected children was slightly
Switzetland) contro schools) higher in the 1-year follow-up
compared to the baseline
UK Resilience 18-hours QE, 1- and .
Programme (Challen et al. mental 2-year follow-ups (n no effects on - signs of
Srams . ’ health Y voup depression or anxiety
2014, United Kingdom) = 2844 children)
ChocHealth for Kids! blood similar systolic and diastolic
(Chan et al, 2012, 7-weeks RCT (n = blood pressure,
Australia) }Zfri:f(fle 194 children) anthropometry, and well-
being on completion
AFLY5 - the Active for 1-year CRT, no significant effect on
Life Year 5 healthy concluding follow-up  physical activity, sedentary
(Kipping et al, 2014, lifestyle (n = 60 schools, 2221  behaviour, or vegetable and
United Kingdom) children) fruit intake
no long-term effect on the
Nutrition education 2-years CRT, 6- year  incidence of remission of
intervention obesity follow-up (n = 10 overweight/obesity
(Rappaport et al, 2013, schools, 8186 with up to 2 years beyond the
USA) children) end of the intervention;
obesity increased by 3%
Effects of iron .. .
supplements for no positive f:ffect of iron
schoolchildren in a remote supplements given 1 per week
iy 12- and 24-weeks CS  for 12 weeks or 2 per week for
area of north-west nutrition — .
Pakistan (n = 948 children) 24 wee'ks on the prevaler}ce of
(Rousham et al, 2013 anaemia in  schoolchildren
Pakistan) ’ w aged 5 to 17
Food Dudes programme T}fﬁgﬁ gfi;\i:jnsd (161_ no positive effects on
(Taylor et al., 2013, United ~ nutrition — 3 schools g 4 changing children’s vegetable
Kingdom) children) and/ot fruit consumption
. . no  significant  difference
Health hygiene education infecti 4-months CS, 4- betweeng intervention and
}()la(fliz?amult et al. 2014 1206522111 month follow up (n =  control groups in control of
Peru) N 18 schools, 1088) Soil-transmitted helminth
(STH) infection
. physical 6-weeks CRT, 6- no significant effects on
%?Xj;pr?:aal 2016 activity month follow up (n =  physical activity and well-
United King dom; > and well- 75 schools, 1494 being of schoolchildren aged
being children) between 11 to 14

Legend: CRT — cluster-randomized trial; CS — controlled study; QE — quasi-experimental study.
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3 Discussion

The systematic review showed that health promotion programs in primary schools
are dominantly implemented through the regular school curriculum, without any
additional costs or teacher training. Usually, the health-related programs are carried
out for one school year with one or two follow-ups on after the intervention. The
meta-analysis identified some crucial characteristics of school-based health

promotion programs.

First, the health promotion programs in the systematic review mainly targeted
dimensions of physical health, somewhat opposite to the suggestions that
schoolchildren mostly report emotional or social problems and might benefit from
interventions targeting these areas (DeSocio & Hootman, 2004; Sourander et al.,
2008; Laaksonen et al., 2008). A similar compatison can be found in the systematic
review and meta-analysis by Langford et al. (2015). They found a high prevalence of
health promotion programs dealing with nutrition, physical activity, and healthy
lifestyle and much fewer dealing with mental health issues.

Second, the findings revealed the significant fact that the structure of the health
promotion programs does not differ according to grade level. However, there were
slightly more target groups in health promotion programs implemented during the
first three grades of primary schools. Li et al. (2013) showed that targeting more
groups, such as children, their parents (home environment) and teachers (school
environment) are effective combinations in addressing sleep behaviour and

improving children’s school performance.

Third, the successful school-based health promotion programs had an adequate
duration and number of follow-ups. For example, the study by Assaré et al. (2016)
implemented a follow-up after five years. The study findings showed an increased
level of infection among children in the follow-up compared to the baseline level.
The reverse effect of this program could be explained by the lack of interventional
activities between its cessation and the follow-up. Much like in pedagogy, the
repetition of health promotion is crucial for optimum outcomes in children’s mental
and physical health. It seems that analyses of follow-ups and their timing are strongly
related to the effectiveness of health promotion programs, which should be

investigated in future studies.
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Fourth, positive effects on children’s mental health and physical health were
reported in interventions provided by teachers who were specially trained in pre-
intervention (e.g., Bothe et al., 2014; Fairclough et al., 2013). This crucial finding
should be considered in teacher education with an effort to increase their
competences for promoting schoolchildren’s healthy lifestyle and well-being. Our
findings align with Kalisnik (2003), who emphasized that care for health in the
population should matter to social and humanities experts as well as to health
professionals. Pedagogical theory and practice could significantly contribute to
schools’ high-quality health promotion programs and their positive effects on
children’s mental and physical health.

Finally, the study has many methodological strengths, such as the high quality of the
studies under review, the age homogeneity of the studied group, and the inclusion
of different countries and continents. However, the last is also related to the study
limitation in that it reflects diverse social-cultural backgrounds, schools and
healthcare systems. Future studies should extend their focus from the effectiveness
of the programs to the teacher’s opinions, perspectives and needs in providing health

education and promotion in schools.
4 Conclusion

Primary school teachers have a significant role in promoting a healthy lifestyle and
well-being among the children in their class. Our systematic review showed that
mental health promotion is much less present in schools than programs focusing on
healthy lifestyle, infection control, and cardiovascular disease prevention. Therefore,
future teacher education should prioritize developing their competences in mental
health promotion and the encouragement of a child’s cognitive, emotional, and
social development. These contents should have a visible place in the curriculum for

teacher education.
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1 Introduction

Interest in studying the phenomenon of leadership and management within
institutions, companies or corporations in the contemporary world is growing.
Almost daily, experts and owners of companies conduct various studies to answer
the questions of what quality leadership is and how to realize it. Many of them point
out, with good reason, that leadership is an important segment when aiming at
gaining advantage over competing companies or institutions. That is surely one of
the reasons why world investments today are growing in the development of quality
leadership. In the field of early and preschool upbringing and education a relatively
small number of studies have been reported in Croatia in reference to leading and
managing institutions. The application of new insights into leadership and
management methods began primarily in the school system, and, accordingly, there
are more articles and research papers studying leadership and management in
schools compared to those studying the same in preschools. Leadership is an
unavoidable part of everyday human communication, thus the driver of good or bad
interpersonal relationships. Starting in the twentieth century, leadership and leading
became the topic of studies, and all of these confirmed that the process of leading
includes a series of dimensions, and that it is an extremely complex process in which
the following components are of great importance: the profile component of the
leader, management of human potentials which, among others, include motivation,
selection, awarding, interpersonal relationships, introduction of changes and the
constructive solution of resistance following change, communication, and

continuous improvement to the quality of the process.

The principle of modern, quality management of an institution assumes a principal,
who will have a clear personal identity, will know how to design the vision and
mission of the institution they run, and who will know how to get the most from
their employees, since encouraging teamwork is something that is absolutely taken
for granted. The principals of institutions for early and preschool upbringing and
education find themselves in a contemporary world of technological change and
strategic management, facing growing challenges, while formal education still does
not give them sufficient knowledge and competences. In such a context, the role of
a preschool institution principal becomes increasingly challenging and becomes an

imperative for principals.
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In European countries, the process of expert training for principals of educational
institutions is conducted in various ways. Ulf (2016, p. 61) discusses an example of
mandatory training for principals whose “training should start immediately after a
principal has taken on a new function”. Sento¢nik (2012, according to Vican et al.,
2016) emphasizes that at the initiative of the Ministry of Education in Slovenia a
School for principals was opened in 1995, the tasks of which were licensing and
monitoring principals and holding expert conferences intended for the lifelong

education of principals. The school was among the first of its kind in Europe!.

In a study that was performed on 672 principals of upbringing and educational
institutions in the Republic of Croatia, the needs of the continuous professional
development of principals were examined. From the sample, 86% of the participants
thought that principals needed additional training for managing upbringing and
educational institutions, while 46% emphasized the need for training prior to taking
on the function of principal. Of the principals, 39% thought that it was sufficient to
learn while performing their task (Radeka, 2016, p. 85). The results of the TALIS
(Teaching and Learning International Survey) study indicated that only one quarter
of principals stated that they had participated in preparation for the function of
principal (Rogi¢ & Karamati¢ Br¢i¢, 2016).

1.2 The Competences Necessary for Principals of Early and Preschool
Upbringing and Education

To achieve the successful functioning of an institution for early and preschool
education, the principal must have certain competences to perform this demanding
professional task, which implies the continuous development of said competences.
Numerous authors point out the importance of lifelong learning, indispensable in
confronting the growing number of challenges. Lifelong education is defined as “the
column of all formal and informal education activities throughout life that develop
and enrich knowledge, skills and competences (independence and responsibility) at
the personal, citizen, social or professional plan; combines initial education and
continuous professional development, as well as all other forms of education aimed

at satisfying personal interests” (Radeka, 2016, p. 95).

! That school was not among the first of such type in Europe.
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Stanici¢ et al. (2016, p. 9) emphasize that the principal of such an institution is
responsible for lifelong work and the task results of the institution, as well as the
work of every single employee, taking care of the quality standards of each individual
activity and group of activities within the basic upbringing and educational
processes, and lastly, providing the materials needed for working conditions. In this
context, the functions and activities of the principal and the circumstances in which
they are realized become more complex, and the level of their professional
competences becomes more complex. According to Stani¢i¢ (2006, p. 153) the
competences a principal of an upbringing and educational institution should have

can be divided into the following five categories:

- Expert-pedagogical competences, which imply knowledge of upbringing and
educational processes.

- Competences in the area of interpersonal relationships, which refer to the
desired characteristics of an individual in working with people.

- Organizational and developmental competences, which refer to knowing how
the organization and education system functions.

- Administrative competences, which include knowledge of the affairs of the
kindergarten as an institution.

- Work-executive competences, which refer to the vision and determination, and

the principal’s optimistic attitude towards achieving defined goals.

It is, however, important to differentiate the formal and real competences of a
person in a determined area of activity. Formal competences are proved with
documents, while real competences are also partially proved with documents. It is
possible to establish most of these by duly following an individual’s course of work
and assessing their results and behaviour in work situations (Stanici¢, 2006, p. 170).
Seme Stojnovi¢ and Hitrec (2014) indicate the problems related to the non-inclusion
of competences necessary for the leadership and management of such an institution
during the legal procedures of choosing a principal. Knowledge and skills in the field
of leadership and management are not demanded, therefore the question of
introducing appropriate selection methods is raised. The same authors state that
during the selection process for a principal in Croatia, the person’s formal
competences are first assessed and “the professional capacity is still not required for
the position and role of principal even though professionalism is valued more and

more” (Seme Stojnovi¢ & Hitrec, 2014, p. 104). In the Strategy of Education, Science
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and Technology from 2014, the proposals for licensing and training principals are
stated, whereby the following is needed: “defining the role of the principal, issuing
documents that regulate their work, developing competency standards for principals,
creating legal preconditions for the institutionalization of their education, designing
educational programs, accrediting organizations that will implement them, and
developing a system for licensing and evaluating the work of principals” (Vican et

al., 2010, p. 102).
2 Research methodology

2.1 Research Task and Objective

The objective of the study was to establish how principals of institutions for eatly
and preschool upbringing and education run an institution in terms of the prescribed
key tasks and how they asses the value of specific competences. In line with the

research objective, the following tasks were defined:

- Determine the socio-demographic characteristics of the participants (gender,
age, level of education, years of work experience in the profession, and years of
work experience in the position of principal), their acquisition of professional
knowledge in the field of leadership and management during their studies, and
their involvement in additional training in the field of leadership and
management and preschool upbringing and education.

- Examine the principals’ opinions on competences important for leadership and
management.

- Examine whether the principals participate in all fields of institution leadership

and management prescribed in the key tasks of the principal.

2.2 Research Hypotheses

The authors began with the following assumptions:

H1: The participants will positively assess the competences from the field of work
of principals.

H2: The participants participate in all fields of institution leadership and
management prescribed by the key tasks for principals.
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2.3 Research Instrument

A survey questionnaire was constructed for the needs of the study, and it was divided
into several units. In the first part of the survey, the participants answered general
questions (gender, age, years of service in the profession and the position of
principal, level of education). The second patt of the questionnaire consisted of
questions on acquiring the professional skills of leadership and management during
initial education, as well as data on the inclusion of the participants in additional
training in the field of leadership and management. Our goal was to establish how
many participants were satisfied with the development of their leadership and
management skills acquired in additional training during their employment. In the
third part of the questionnaire, the participants assessed to what extent single
competences were important in a principal’s work, whereby a claim was defined for
each competence. Likert’s scale of five degrees was used for the assessment (1 — I
completely disagree, 5 — I completely agree). In addition, the participants estimated
how many key tasks there were, also using Likert’s scale (1 — it does not refer to me

at all, 5 — it refers to me completely).
2.4 Participants and Procedure

The sample included principals (n = 18) from preschools, municipal and private
kindergarten institutions, in the Sibenik-Knin and Zadar counties. Ten preschool
institutions were selected from each county, and the questionnaire was sent to their
addresses in electronic form with the request to participate in the study. Five surveys
were sent to preschool institutions in Sibenik-Knin county, Tisno (1), Vodice (1),
Knin (1), Drnis$ (1), while seven were sent to Zadar County (7), Pag (1), Biograd (1),
Nin (1). Two principals did not take part in the survey, and the final sample consisted
of 18 participants. The study was conducted during June and July 2019., and the

survey was completely anonymous.
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3 Results
3.1 The Structure of Participants with Reference to Their Socio-

Demographic Features

The total number of participants (n = 18), 94% were women, and 6% were men,
shows how the female population dominated in the sample, i.e., institutions for early
and preschool upbringing and education in the two counties mentioned were almost
all run by women. Numerous authors point out that the position of principal in
institutions for early and preschool education in the Republic of Croatia is, as a rule,
“reserved” for women. This is confirmed and stated by Seme Stojnovi¢ and Hitrec
(2014, p. 49), who say that in preschool institutions in the Republic of Croatia, the
head positions are taken “in high percentage by females. We encounter a similar
situation worldwide: the leading positions are predominantly male, except when it

comes to preschool institutions.”

The age structure of the participants was as follows: 5.5% of the participants were
between 20 and 30, 33% were 31 to 40, 28% were 41 to 50, and 28% were aged
between 51 and 60. Only one participant was over 60 (5.5%). Therefore, the smallest
number of participants were aged between 20 and 30, and over 60 (11%), while the
largest number (89%) was aged from 31 to 60 years of age.

The structure of the participants related to work experience in preschool institutions
is shown in Figure 1. The first two categories from 1 to 5 and from 6 to 10 years of
work service in the profession were not present in any of the participants, which is
justifiable for the first category, since one of the conditions for selecting a principal
is five-years of work experience in preschool institutions. Following this, 39% of the
participants had between 11 and 20 years of experience, 33% of them had between
21 and 30 years of experience, while 22% had between 31 and 40 years of work
experience. Only one participant (6%) had 40 years of experience in the profession.
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Figure 1: Work experience in the profession

Source: own.

In terms of work experience as principal, 39% of the participants had between 1 and
5 years of experience, and 33% had between 6 and 10 years of experience. Following
this, the number was lower; 22% of participants had 11 to 20 years of experience,
the same had 21 to 30 years of experience, while one participant (6%) had more than

31 years of experience as principal (Figure 2)

21-30 31-40
(11%)

11-20
(11%)

6-10
(33%)

15
(39%)

Figure 2: Work experience as principal

Source: own.

In terms of education, 11 participants (61%) were in possession of a two-year degree
in preschool upbringing, three participants (17%) had completed a three-year
professional preschool upbringing study program, and none of the participants were
in possession of a degree from the pre-graduate university program of Farly
preschool upbringing and education. Four participants (22%) had graduated from
graduate studies in Early and Preschool upbringing and education. Therefore, the
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number of principals having completed a two-year preschool study program in the
Sibenik-Knin and Zadar counties was significantly larger than those that completed
other study programs.

15
10 -
5 | 3 4
0 d
O_

two-year study  three-year study  pre-graduate  graduate

Figure 3: Level of education

Source: own.

3.2 Acquiring Knowledge and Skills in the Leadership and Management
Area

The objective of our study was to establish whether the participants had the
possibility of acquiring knowledge and skills in the field of leadership and
management during their initial education or through additional training,

12
10

8
6
4
2
0 Yes No Partially

Figure 4: Leadership and management skills during studies
Source: own.

During formal education, 28% of the participants acquired professional
competences in the field of leadership and management, and 11% of them only
partially. However, 61% of the participants confirmed that they had not had the
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opportunity to acquire knowledge and skills in this area during their studies (Figure
4) In comparing these data with those shown in the previous chart, it is clear that
they refer to the participants who completed a two-year program in preschool
education, whose study program did not provide instruction on the development of
these competences. Nonetheless, it is clear that the role of principal in the past did
not imply such extensive knowledge in the field of leadership and management, as
is the case in recent times. However, because of the need for acquiring knowledge
and competences in this field, and for better and more successful performance of
their function, 72% of the participants had attended additional education in this area,
while 28% of them had had no additional education in this area (Figure 5).

15 13

10 -

Yes No

Figure 5: Additional training in leadership and management

Source: own.

Even so, from the data in Fjure 6 one can conclude that it concerns those
participants who confirmed that they had acquired the mentioned knowledge during
their formal education. The percentage of participants who had completed
additional training in the field of leadership and management was significantly larger
than those who had not. The results confirm that, as a rule, almost all principals had
been insufficiently educated in the field of leadership and management when taking
on management duties. They needed new knowledge in this field since they had
never had the opportunity to acquire it during their studies.

The course, organized by the Ministry of Science and Education and the Agency for
Upbringing and Education, had been attended by 72% of the participants, and the
training for post-graduate specialist studies for principals of upbringing and
educational institutions had been attended by 6%, while 22% of the participants
chose the “other” category but did not state the type of training nor the organizer.
Therefore, most of the participants were directed towards obtaining competences in

the field of leadership and management in preschool institutions organized and
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conducted by competent institutions, while only a small number of participants
chose other types of education. The authors examined the extent to which the
participants were satisfied with the professional leadership and management skills
acquired in additional training. Of the 18 participants, 11% were extremely satisfied,
44% were mostly satisfied, 28% were neither satisfied nor dissatisfied, and 17% were

extremely dissatisfied.

—_

Training Ministry and Agency Post-grad.spec.stud. Other

Figure 6: Training in leadership and management

Source: own.
3.3 Assessment of the Importance of Principal Competences

In this study the authors wanted to establish how principals assessed the importance
of single competences for their work. The competences were taken from the
Standard for Principals in Upbringing and Educational Institutions, while in 2016,
with the cooperation of the National Centre for External Assessment, they were
drawn up by an expert group. The participants assessed to what extent the
mentioned competences were important, according to their opinions on the work

of principals. The answers are shown in Table 1.

Table 1: The opinions of principals on the importance of competences needed for their tasks

8 o
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8 - c. s Total
. ® 25 Sy ¥ = o
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% % % % % % M
Planning and programming work 5 11 17 39 28 100 3.72

33 33 100 3.78
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Environmental analysis 0 11 5 17 6 100 4.39

Quality insurance 6 0 0 33 61 100 4.44
Organization of teamwork 0 0 0 17 83 100 4.83
e P 2 m w4
Communication-presentation skills 0 0 5 28 67 100 4.01
Human resource management 0 0 0 33 67 100 4.67
Legal regulation implementation 0 6 0 22 72 100 4.01
Financial management 0 0 6 33 61 100 4.55

the participants’ answers for every single competence were analysed. All the
participants generally (17%) or completely (87%) agreed that the competences
related to the organization of teamwork in an institution for early and preschool
education were the most important, which was confirmed by the highest value of
the arithmetic mean (4.83). Furthermore, with a similar value of the arithmetic mean
(4.67), this was followed by human resource management competences with 67%,
with which 33% of the participants fully agreed. Advisory work with educators and
parents was assessed as an absolutely significant competence by 72% of the
participants, while 22% of them mostly agreed, and only 6% partially agreed with its
importance. Legal regulation implementation followed, which had the same
arithmetic mean value (4.61) as communication-presentation skills. In 94% of the
participants, legal regulations were mostly (22%) or completely (72%) important for
the successful performance of a principal’s function, but for 6% of the participants
these were not of special importance. However, 95% of the participants stated that
communication skills were extremely important for the position of preschool
principal, while only 5% declared them partly important. In relation to how
competences connected to financial affairs (M = 4.55) were important for running
an institution, 94% of the participants assessed that they were mostly (33%) or
completely (61%) important, while for only one of them (6%) they were partially
important. In the last category of the scale, the institution environment (M = 4.39)
was assessed by 84% of the participants as mostly (17%) or completely (67%)
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important, while some participants partially (5%) or mostly (11%) assessed it as
unimportant. Competences of principals in the field of planning and programming
within the institution (M = 3.72) and the evaluation of educational work had the
lowest values of the arithmetic mean (M = 3.78). Of the participants, 67% assessed
environmental analysis as an important competence, 17% of them partially agreed,
and the same number mostly or completely did not agree. The work assessment,
which in professional training is often pointed out as an exceptionally important
competence for planning further work, was seen as mostly and completely important
by 66% of the participants, but for 34% of them it was partially, mostly or completely
insignificant. The participants assessed all competences as extremely important for
the quality implementation of the process of leading and managing an institution for
early and preschool education. The participants (n = 18) mostly answered positive
and stated that all competences were important for principals. No participant
decided to organize teamwork and the management of human resources on a scale
(no, mostly not, partially), which distinguished these from other competences, for
which the participants gave negative responses. Based on the obtained and analysed
results, the first hypothesis, which assumed that the participants would positively

assess the importance of the principal’s competences, was verified.

34 Assessment of Participation in the Realization of a Principal’s Key
Tasks

Besides competences, the Standards for Principals of Upbringing and Educational
Institutions lists several key tasks. The participants were offered twelve options,
where they assessed to what measure they participated in the tasks’ realization on
the Likert scale (1 — it does not refer to me at all, 5 — it refers to me completely). The
key tasks were divided into two tables; the first one referred to activities directed
towards the organization of upbringing and educational tasks (12 key tasks), and the
other referred to activities directed towards employees, parents and the community
(8 key tasks).
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Table 2: The principal’s key tasks involving work organization
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% % % % % % M
I participate in creating the vision and 6 0 0 1 83 100 483
mission of the institution. )
1 participate in creating strategic 0 5 0 28 67 100 455
documents. .
'I pl'fm activities and projects in the 0 0 39 39 2 100 3.83
institution.
1 fqﬂpy the 1mpl<?mentat1on of planned 0 0 34 33 33 100 4.00
activities and projects.
I assess all work in the institution. 0 5 17 17 61 100 4.33
I (self)assess my own work. 0 5 6 28 61 100 4.44
I 1ntr9duce innovative methods and work 0 5 28 28 39 100 4.00
techniques.
I analy.se and assess the upbringing and 0 6 )8 2 a4 406
educational process. 100
I participate in introducing new programs. 0 5 11 17 67 100 4.44
I manage material and financial affairs. 0 11 5 28 56 100 4.28
I follow and.cnf.orc.e lawfulness in the 0 0 6 1 83 100 478
work of the institution.
I ensure the conditions for optimal 0 0 6 1 83 100 478

functioning.

Of the total number of participants, as many as 83% estimated that three key tasks
related entirely to them. These were shaping the vision and mission of the institution
(M = 4.83), monitoring and implementing the legality of the work (M = 4.78), and
ensuring the conditions for optimal functioning (M = 4.78). Of the participants, 67%
also assessed the participation tasks of drawing up strategic documents (M = 4.55)
and introducing new programs (M = 4.44) as tasks that were completely related to
them. The tasks of self-assessment of their own work (M = 4.44) and the assessment
of all work in the institution (M = 4.33) were assessed by 61% of the participants as
applying to them completely. Among the participants, 56% assessed that the work
of managing material and financial affairs in the institution (M = 4.28) related
completely to them, but there was still 28% who stated that it mostly applied to

them. A somewhat greater dispersion of answers came with the claims related to the
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analysis of the upbringing and educational process (M = 4.006), where 66% of the
participants stated that it applied to them completely or partially, and 34% stated
that it was mostly or partially unrelated to them. The tasks of monitoring the
implementation of planned activities and projects, as well as the introduction of
innovative methods and work techniques, which have the same value of the
arithmetic mean (M = 4.0), were assessed by most respondents as those that mostly
or completely applied to them. Moreover, 66% of the participants agreed that the
first task fully applied, while 67% agreed that the second task fully applied.
Nonetheless, 34% or 28% respectively assessed these tasks as only partially applying
to them. The lowest value of the arithmetic mean (M = 3.83) was held by the task
of planning activities and projects in the institution, where only 22% of the
participants assessed that it applied to them completely, and 39% that it mostly
applied to them, while 34% claimed that it only partially applied to them.

The principal's key tasks aimed at employees, parents and the community are shown

in Table 3 and analyzed below.

Table 3: Key tasks of principals directed towards employees, parents, and the community

As principal of a preschool institution... & = g | = g E 2 E
o =
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1 plgn employment ac'cor'dm'g to the 0 0 17 1 7 100 456
specific needs of the institution.
I select candidates for employment. 5 11 0 56 28 100 3.89

I follow and analyse the work of
employees and manage the process of 5 6 17 28 44 100 4.00
their advancement.

I organize and follow the professional

0 11 17 17 55 100 4.17
development of employees.

I participate in creating the culture of the
institution.

0 0 1 28 61 100 450

I organize various forms of cooperation

. 0 11 28 39 22 100 3.72
with parents.

I cooperate with community stakeholders. 5 6 1 22 56 100 417

T affirm the identity of the institution in

public. 0 5 6 17 72 100 4.56
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Of the participants, 83% mostly (11%) or completely (72%) agreed that employment
planning according to the specific needs of the institution was the key task of
principals of institutions and that it applied to them (M = 4.56). An identical value
of the arithmetic mean pertained to the statement on the affirmation of the identity
of the institution in public, including cooperation with the media, which was
confirmed by 89% of participants, however two participants (11%) stated that it did
not apply to them or did so only partially. On the tasks of participating in shaping
the culture of the institution (M = 4.50) and developing a collaborative atmosphere
and trust, 89% of the participants declared that these were key tasks that mostly
(28%) or completely (61%) applied to them. Only 11% agreed partially. An identical
assessment, according to the arithmetic mean value (M = 4.17), was given by the
participants on the key tasks in realizing cooperation with shareholders in the
community and in organizing and following the professional development of
employees. Concerning cooperation with the community, 78% of the participants
claimed that it applied to them, while 22% believed that it did not apply to them or
did so only partially. Moreover, 72% of the participants assessed monitoring and
analysing the work of employees and conducting the process of their advancement
as tasks that mostly or completely applied to the principal. Concerning the selection
of candidates for employment, 85% of the participants assessed it as a key task of
the principal, while 16% did not agree (M = 3.89). The lowest mean value (M = 3.72)
referred to the organization of various forms of cooperation with parents, where
61% of the participants assessed this as mostly or completely the task of the
principal, and 39% of the participants negated it or confirmed it partially.

It is, therefore, necessary to continue to insist on additional educational programs
for principals of educational institutions, where they would have the opportunity to
acquire the necessary knowledge and develop competences in the field of leadership

and management.
4 Conclusion

This study was aimed at examining the leadership and management skills by
principals of institutions for early and preschool education. Through an anonymous
questionnaire, the opinions from principals of institutions for early and preschool
education on the competences important for leadership and management and their

participation in the areas of prescribed key tasks were examined. The study was
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conducted on a sample of 18 principals of preschool institutions, municipal and
privately funded, from the Zadar and Sibenik-Knin counties. The results indicated
that the sample was dominated by women. The largest number of participants were
between 40 and 60 years of age, with work experience in the profession between
eleven and thirteen years, and as principals from one to ten years (72%). In terms of
level of education, the sample was dominated by participants who had completed a
two-year study program on preschool education and who had not acquired any
knowledge in the field of leadership and management during their studies (61%).
However, to be more successful in performing the function, 72% of the participants
had participated in additional classes organized by the Ministry of Science and
Education and the Agency for Education in this field, and many were exceptionally
satisfied (55%) with the acquired competences. Even though most of the
participants had completed a two-year study program on preschool upbringing, it
was encouraging that they were aware that through their lifelong education they had
the possibility of obtaining new competences and ensuring quality functioning in the

field of leadership and management and were thus actively involved in improving,.

In assessing the importance of principal competences, the participants rated human
resource management and work with educators and parents as the most important
(M = 4.67), along with the competences of conducting legal regulations and
communication-presentation skills (M = 4.61). Numerous authors agree that the role
of the principal of such an institution in the field of human resource management is
of immense importance because it assumes a series of activities, from finding quality
people and caring for their personal and professional development, to providing for
their satisfaction within the institution (Spiljak & Modri¢, 2009). Therefore, in this
study the participants’ assessments wherein the management of human resources
was emphasized as the most significant competence was not surprising. Last in the
assessment of the importance of individual competences was the evaluation of work
M = 3.78) and planning and programming (M = 3.72). In assessing their
participation in the realization of key tasks aimed at the organization of their work,
the highest ranking was shaping the vision and mission of the institution (M = 4.83),
monitoring and enforcing the legality of the work of the institution, and ensuring
conditions for optimal functioning (M = 4.78). However, the implementation of
planned activities and projects (M = 4.00) and their planning in the institution (M =
3.83) were the lowest ranked tasks of the principal in the area of work organization.

In assessing the key tasks of principals, focused on employees, parents and the
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community, the largest number of participants pointed out the following key tasks:
employment according to specific needs and affirmation of the institution’s identity
in public (M = 4.506), and participation in shaping the culture of the institution (M =
4.50).

The study provides concrete answers from practice, but a survey conducted on a
larger sample of principals of early and preschool education institutions from other
counties in the Republic of Croatia would contribute to making better and more
meritorious conclusions on how principals assess the importance of competence and
what they do most. In conclusion, principals of early and preschool education
institutions in modern society no longer receive adequate educational preparation
because they face numerous tasks that the leaders of large corporations also face. It
is obvious that the process of running an upbringing and educational institution has
significantly changed during the given period, making it necessary to continue to
insist on additional educational programs for principals of educational institutions,
where they would have the opportunity to acquire the necessary knowledge and

develop competences in the field of leadership and management.
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1 Introduction

The education of children in the last year of pre-school education, i.e., the year
before starting primary schooling, is compulsory in Czech kindergartens. The
conditions for children’s education are set out in the national, basic curriculum
document, the Framework Education Programme for Pre-school Education (RVP
PV) (MoE, 2018). However, with the emergence of the COVID-19 virus, these
conditions have changed. From the beginning of 2020 until 11 March 2020,
kindergartens in the Czech Republic implemented a program called restricted
operation, where, unlike in the higher education levels, the government did not issue
any binding instructions to close kindergartens and the physical presence of children

was allowed.

Between 11 March 2020 and 30 April 2020, all types of kindergartens throughout
the country were closed. The move was taken by the Ministry of Education (MoE)
based on the finding that most children had stopped attending kindergartens across
the country, as parents were concerned about their children contracting COVID-19.
For the same reason, heads of kindergartens and principals demanded them to be
closed. Another reason was the closure of the kindergarten that otherwise delivered
food from its kitchen to other kindergartens. In many cases, this was a coordinated
move by the principals and heads for one or a combination of the above reasons,

depending on local conditions.

In the Czech Republic, the obligation to provide education to children belongs to
the kindergarten and the implementers are the kindergarten teachers. The closure of
kindergartens placed teachers, through no fault of their own, in a new situation that
they had not known about in advance and thus could not prepare for. This situation
was also new for the parents. They had to deal with how to keep their pre-school
child occupied all day, how to educate them and combine it with their personal and
professional responsibilities in the changed conditions, including the support of

older children in their education.

This paper aims to present the identified changes in the educational conditions of
pre-school children resulting from the closure or reduction of kindergarten
operations during the coronavirus crisis and indicate educational experiences gained

by the teaching staff in the changed conditions.
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11 Organisation of Children’s Education During the Closure or
Reduction of Kindergarten Operations

If the majority of children with compulsory pre-school attendance cannot be present
in person at the kindergarten, the kindergarten is obliged to provide distance
education for these children and adapt the provision of education and feedback to
their conditions. This situation may arise in accordance with the provisions of
Section 184a of the Education Act (MoE, 2004a) (1) due to an emergency measure
declared under the Emergency Act, or (2) due to the ordering of an emergency
measure under a special law, (3) or due to the ordering of a quarantine under the
Public Health Protection Act, which is what the COVID-19 situation corresponded

to.

The goal of distance education is that no child be left out of the educational process
and that each child be involved according to his or her individual abilities and
conditions in the home environment. The kindergarten chooses the method of
distance education regarding its material and technical equipment and adapts the
method of providing distance education to the children’s conditions. Activities with

the child in distance education can take place online or offline.

Under normal public health conditions, children in their last year of kindergarten are
prepared for primary school in what we could now call offline education. Children
are given small-scale homework tasks that make use of the natural conditions of the
children’s home environment to reinforce, deepen, and extend their knowledge, as
well as their intellectual and manipulative skills. These are mainly practical tasks,
creative work, and the application of knowledge and skills in practice. A child may
be given the task of preparing a meal for their parents when they come home in the
evening; picking strawberries in the garden; watering the flowers; changing the water
in their rabbit’s water bottle; giving milk to their cat; picking flowers in a meadow,
finding a picture in an encyclopaedia, etc. “The advantage of offline education is the
absence of the need for technical equipment and digital competence of children or

parents.” (Ministry of Education, 2021, p. 4).

In online education, parent cooperation is more necessary than in the regular course
of education. Generally, their presence is essential. They must participate in the

child’s education in terms of organization, answering their children’s questions,
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explaining, and guiding them in direct online contact using digital technology. In
asynchronous learning, parents and children perform the tasks set at a time of their
choice and at a pace suitable for the child. Performing the tasks is therefore
voluntary. Given the age of the children, the teachers give the parents tips on
thematic activities suitable for the home environment via an agreed communication

platform.

Online learning is not a preferred method in pre-school education due to the
developmental characteristics of children. Its function is merely complementary. The
teacher can be synchronously connected with the child at a certain time in the same
virtual location and be engaged in the same activity. It is very important that the
children always receive some feedback from the teacher on the tasks and activities
they have carried out and completed to encourage and motivate them. Just as we
primarily organise the educational environment under standard conditions, i.e., with
focus on attention length and interest, online education should be directed in the

same manner.

Since distance education is compulsory for pre-school children, it is necessary to
record their attendance. A duration of up to 30 minutes per week is recommended,
provided that the child’s family has the necessary technical equipment. Children can
work on and explore various topics in their environment with their parents and then
share the findings with others. This can also promote social contact between
children, the kindergarten, and families.

Each of these educational forms has advantages and disadvantages, so it is
recommended to combine them appropriately. Changing forms leads to the
appropriate motivation and activation of the child. Distance education takes place
in accordance with the RVP PV and the education program of the particular school,
but because of the circumstances it is not implemented to its full extent. It is
desirable for teachers to be able to create a varied range of developmental activities
for all children, purposefully individualised, based on an assessment of the
individual’s educational progress, which best meets their current developmental
needs. The actual way of organising the children’s education through distance
learning has been and will continue to be decided by the principals, who consider

the legislation, the current possibilities and the school’s conditions.



R. Burkovitovd, K. Fodorovd, M. Cocca: Changes in the Conditions of Pre-school Education in

s
the Czech Republic in Relation to the Pandemic 239

1.2 Parameters for Children’s Education Concerning Kindergarten

Teachers

All kindergarten teachers had to fulfil their duties at the time of the closure or
reduction of kindergarten operation. According to Sec. 22(a) of the Pedagogical Staff
Act (MoE, 2004b) the pedagogical staff was obliged to be at the employer’s
workplace at the times specified in the timetable of their direct teaching activities.
At the same time, however, the possibility that the teacher could agree with the
principal to perform work tasks from a different place in the case of distance
education, which is established under Sec. 2 of the Labour Code, was not excluded,
and this also applied to teachers who were in quarantine (Parliament of the Czech
Republic. (2000).

1.3 Ensuring Communication Between All Actors Involved in the Child’s
Education

In addition to the teachers, the kindergarten staff who need to pass on information
to the parents are the principal and other pedagogical staff, i.e., the speech therapist,
the teaching assistant, the school assistant, as well as the head of the school canteen
and the school economist. During the online education of children, information
should be conveyed in a concentrated manner, grouped thematically, with
determined time and frequency of communication, and it should preferably be sent

out on weekdays, during working hours and well in advance.

For communication among all actors, a common communication platform with
uniform common rules needs to be chosen and agreed upon, and this also needs to
be incorporated into the school rules. Effective communication between all actors
is essential for all parties to fulfil their roles. The role and duty of parents is to
support their child and strengthen their intrinsic motivation to fulfil their obligation
to learn, in this case through distance learning. If teachers designate a specific type
of online service as the official communication channel, it is necessary to address

cases where the child’s parent does not have the necessary equipment.
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For children in compulsory pre-school education, it is important to maintain the
continuity of social ties and communication with peers and their teacher so that the
transition to primary school, even with a digital learning method, is as effective as

possible.
1.4 The Current Situation

The coronavirus situation has significantly atfected education of all types and at all
levels. During its course, some educators decided to research selected features and
their impacts on the school network. For example, Pavlas et al. (2021) report that
current digital technology or low-quality internet connections were major barriers to
online education in 24% (out of 1,000) of the kindergartens surveyed; 7% of
kindergartens stated the lack of digital competence of teachers as a reason for the
absence of online education. Other findings suggested that activities being offered
regularly led to more frequent and intensive contact with children’s guardians;
kindergartens with fewer children, especially one-class kindergartens, made more
frequent use of face-to-face contact and communication and had feedback on the
success of education from the parents’ perspective. An essential piece of information
is that the principals expressed the belief that the central institutions had forgotten
the pre-school segment and that neither sufficient information nor elementary

methodological support were provided for kindergartens (Pavlas et al., 2021).
2 Methodology and Methods
2.1 Design

To identify the changes in the conditions of children’s education in kindergartens in
the Czech Republic following the closure or reduction of kindergarten operations
during the coronavirus crisis and find out what educational experiences were gained
by the pedagogical staff in the changed conditions, a mixed approach was employed.
Furthermore, content analysis and descriptive statistics for relative frequencies was

applied.
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2.2 Sample

At the time of our investigation, increased sanitary measures were still in place in the
Czech Republic. Kindergartens were closed to the wider public coming from the
outside environment. Thus, the sample was selected based on convenience,
consisting of 17 kindergarten pedagogical staff. The participants can be divided into
two subgroups: a) management, which includes seven (41.2%) head teachers and
four (23.5%) principals, as the ones responsible for the conditions of pre-school
children’s education in kindergartens; and b) six (35.3%) female teachers (Figure 7).

Principals 4/23.5%
Female teachers

6/35.3%

Head teachers
7/ 41.2%

Figure 1: Employment position.

Source: own.

The respondents’ level of education was examined next. Eight respondents had
completed secondary education; three respondents had obtained a bachelor’s degree
in Kindergarten Teaching; one respondent had obtained a bachelor’s degree in
Special Education; and one respondent had obtained a doctoral degree in Pedagogy.
Four respondents had obtained a university degree in a program other than those
listed here (see Figure 2).

In terms of place of work, the largest group of respondents was from the Zlin Region
(47.1%); tollowed by the Moravian-Silesian Region (23.5%); the Pardubice Region
accounted for 17.6% of respondents, one respondent was from the South Moravian
Region, and one from the Olomouc Region. The largest group of kindergartens were
two-class kindergartens (29.4%), followed by three-class (23.5%), six-class (17.6%),
four-class (11.8%), one-class (5.9%), seven-class (5.9%), and ten-class kindergartens
(5.9%). There were 15 kindergartens that followed a regular education program, two
that followed the Start Together educational program, and one kindergarten that
followed Montessori pedagogy.
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University degree in a
different program —
Teaching in secondary,
schools
1/5.9%

Management
1/5.9%

University degree in a
different program —
Teaching in primary

schools

2/11.8%
Secondary school

University = doctoral 8/47.1%

degree
1/5.9%

University — bachelor
degree — Special
Pedagogy
1/5.9%

University — bachelor
degree — Kindergarten
teaching
3/17.6%

Figure 2: Respondents’ Obtained Level of Education.

Source: own.

2.3 Instruments and Procedure

The data was collected using a standardized open-ended interview. The respondents

were asked the following research questions:

- In what ways and how have the educational conditions of pre-school
children changed because of the COVID-19 pandemic?
- What experiences have you gained as a result?

The study took place at the workplace of each participant with only one researcher
attending the session and recording the answers. The respondents were informed of
the aim and purpose of the study and provided consent to record their answers using
a voice recorder. They were informed that their responses could be as long or as
short as they liked. To ensure anonymity, the participants were assigned codes Ul
to U17 for further analysis and were asked to provide comprehensive answers to the
above questions. To allow the respondents to be as explicit as possible, the questions
were presented in printed form and they were asked to read, think and share their
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opinions on the first question and then move to the following one. The time it took

the respondents to answer varied, ranging from 20 to 43 minutes.
2.4 Data Analysis

Data analysis consisted of several steps and was conducted using ATLAS.ti8 and
SPSS24 for both the qualitative and quantitative approach, applied respectively. In
the first steps, all meetings were transcribed for further content analysis.
Consequently, the transcribed text was segmented into ideas units (Jacobs & Morita,
2002). An open-coding approach (Emerson et al., 1995) was also used to identify
any other issues that might have been addressed, sorting them into topic categories.
In the second step, all categories were analysed by running simple descriptive
statistics for relative frequencies. To ensure coding reliability, all data was coded by
two independent researchers, with the inter-observer agreement being established at

93% for all data sources.
3 Results

The analysis revealed four main unit ideas: a) changes in the educational conditions;
b) conditions of distance learning; c) experience with distance learning; and d)
recommendations. Below, the topic categories are further described along with their

relative frequencies.

a) Changes in the educational conditions were found in the following areas in
particular:

- Form of education
- Distance learning rules

- Availability of digital technology

The forms of distance education were diverse; 11.8% of respondents educated
children in their kindergartens via mobile radio, 23.5% through Facebook, 23.5%
would send materials to parents via email, and 23.5% uploaded educational material
on the kindergarten website. Some respondents (23.5%) delivered education
assignments personally to the child’s parents. 5.9% of respondents mediated

educational content through Google, and 17.6% through mobile phone.
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In each kindergarten, the rules for education were formed according to the currently
identified social, economic, and other conditions of the children’s parents and the
conditions of the kindergarten. According to seven respondents, the person
responsible for distance education and the creation of rules for distance education
in kindergartens was determined by the principal. Another seven respondents said
that the rules were set by the primary school principals, of which the kindergarten
was a part. Three respondents said that the rules were set in the kindergarten in

collaboration with the teachers and/or by the head teacher.

The rules included the implementation method, i.e., a form of distance education
either offline or online. It also included provisions delineating which age groups the
distance education was for. Only 41.2% kindergartens prepared educational
materials for children with compulsory pre-school attendance, and 58.8% of them
prepared educational materials for all age groups. Following this, 23.5% respondents
stated that education was voluntary for children, while 58.8% of respondents
reported that they had noticed changes in the conditions of education in an
addendum to the School Code, and 41.2% of respondents said that they had not
noticed any changes in the educational conditions. The rules for the educational
conditions set at the beginning of distance education did not have to change for any

of the 17 respondents throughout the course of kindergarten closure.

For distance education, the respondents used digital technology. The pedagogical
staff had not thought about the sufficient availability of digital equipment in
kindergartens until the onset of distance education, especially in the last year of pre-
school education. In this vein, 10 respondents stated that their kindergarten was
sufficiently equipped with this technology for the distance education form they had

chosen, and seven reported that their kindergarten was not sufficiently equipped.

The respondents added that the kindergarten heads were not interested in the needs
of the kindergarten or whether they were equipped with digital technology to ensure
good conditions for distance learning. Only one respondent stated that the
kindergarten head was interested in whether the teachers had everything they needed
to provide distance education for the children, while 10 respondents plan to equip
themselves with digital technology in the future. At the same time, five respondents
stated that they needed to be trained in IT skills. In contrast, 12 respondents did not

have this need.
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b) The respondents also evaluated other areas regarding the conditions of distance

education, namely:

ease, implementation;
cooperation with parents;

participation of children in education;

1
2
3
4. goals, content of education and their implementation in activities;
5. feedback; and

6. mode of education.

A total of 16 (94.1%) respondents evaluated the ease of distance education as
smooth. Only one respondent faced a problem in one socio-economically
disadvantaged family that did not have any digital technology at home through which
the learning process of their child could be implemented.

According to all respondents, the whole educational process, its effectiveness, and
success was primarily dependent on good cooperation with parents. Cooperation
with parents was praised by 16 respondents; parents had cooperated to the extent
required by them. The same number of respondents reported that parents also
expressed satisfaction with the established cooperation with the kindergarten teacher
during distance learning. According to one respondent, parents were not satisfied
cooperating with the kindergarten teacher and other staff, explaining that there were
few misunderstandings, but the parents were very critical. And one respondent
complained about the cooperation with parents, commenting that they had

absolutely not been interested in their child’s distance learning.

Thanks to the close cooperation with parents, the respondents were able to
continuously evaluate the children’s participation in the activities and the results in
their education. In the online format, parents, grandparents, or other authorized
individuals were present when using digital technology and became part of the
evaluation of the children’s activities. Parents brought the completed tasks to the
kindergarten in person. This form of transferring learning outcomes was
predominant. The evaluation of the tasks completed by the children was sent to the
parents via email. The participants reported that they recorded the children’s

attendance during distance learning, i.e., the age group selected by the kindergarten
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at a certain time and attended by the teachers. Non-attendance was monitored, and

all 17 respondents required a proper excuse from the children’s parents.

All respondents planned the goals and content of the educational activities to meet
the educational objectives in all the educational areas as per the RVP PV curriculum
and focused on developing all of the children’s competencies. They planned and
implemented activities aimed at developing children’s memory, attention, pre-math,
speech, language, motor art and work skills, and logical reasoning, all in the online
mode. During distance learning, the respondents (n = 17, 100%) created a lot of

educational material that they are going to keep for future use.

During distance learning, the respondents were involved in the evaluation of
children’s activities and 41.2% respondents indicated that their lessons were
observed by the principal during this time. All the respondents expressed that the
feedback and the opportunity for peer consultation, in which they verified their
planned educational activities and their implementation in the field but also inspired
each other, was significant feedback for the distance learning they were

implementing.

All respondents also evaluated the offline mode of delivering education as more
challenging for both the children and their parents. It was not implemented by
47.1% respondents. This was also because the parents were not prepared for this
form of education and were not equipped with digital technology in their homes.
Furthermore, the respondents thought about what was more beneficial from their
point of view for the children’s education. Following this, eight of them said that the
best form of education for the child was the offline mode, two of them said that it
was face-to-face contact, two thought that a combination of both forms of distance

education was the most beneficial, and one said that it was the online form.

c) All respondents commented on the experience gained by pedagogical staff
through the distance teaching of pre-school children, relating to:

process, form of distance learning;
difficulty of distance learning;

rules and time required for preparation;

b=

advantages and disadvantages of distance learning; and
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5. recommendations for the future.

Some of the respondents’ experiences have already been shared in response to the
first part of the question (in what ways and how the educational conditions of pre-
school children have changed following the COVID-19 pandemic).

- According to all respondents, the whole process and its effectiveness and
success was mainly dependent on good cooperation with parents.

- All respondents evaluated educating children in the offline form as difficult
for them and for the parents, and for this reason it was not implemented by
47.1% respondents.

— Another of the respondents’ experiences was the awareness of the
importance of rules for distance learning and their appropriate setting.
47,1% respondents stated that if clear rules are set and these are thoroughly
presented and explained to parents, the education process works well.

- The respondents also commented on the time demand when setting up
distance learning. They spent 8 to 10 hours preparing classes (35.3% of
respondents).

- Based on their experience, 70% respondents expressed only one advantage
of distance learning, namely personal improvement in working with digital
technology. During distance learning, in one respondent’s facility, a Google
classroom was created. The respondent stated that the form of distance
learning was appropriate, purposeful, and beneficial for everyone involved
in this form of education.

- All 17 respondents mostly lacked face-to-face contact with the children.

- Of the respondents, 5.9% also commented on the loss of privacy.

d) Based on their experiences, the respondents also made recommendations for

distance learning in kindergartens in the future:

- One respondent recommended the establishment of Google classrooms in
kindergartens for contact with parents, to link the online and offline
educational forms.

- One respondent expressed a recommendation for the Ministry of
Education to inform parents about their obligation to cooperate with the

kindergarten in distance learning in children with compulsory pre-school
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attendance, and to further explain to parents the meaningfulness of this
form of education.

- One respondent expressed that it would be appropriate to establish uniform
rules for distance learning for all kindergartens.

- One respondent also expressed the request to help socially disadvantaged
families with the provision of digital technology for children to be able to
participate in distance learning.

- All respondents recommended equipping the kindergartens with digital
technology.

- Four respondents requested training for teachers in the skills of working
with digital technology, thus broadening their competencies for this form

of education.
4 Discussion

Until now, pre-school children have never been educated through distance learning,
and in the modern history of the Czech Republic it has never happened that
kindergartens have been closed, even during various (child) epidemics. As a result,
kindergartens did not have any time to prepare for or discuss the conditions and
forms of implementing distance education for children, nor did they receive any
methodological support from the Ministry of Education, like pedagogical staff at
other school levels had. Thus, the pedagogical staff had to effectively adapt and
organise all the conditions for the new form of distance education and its course in
their kindergarten themselves, in compliance with the strict sanitary measures laid
down by the Government. In order to understand the changed conditions and
gained experiences throughout this unique period, our study investigated and
analysed the opinions of 17 pedagogical staff working in kindergartens within the
Czech Republic.

As per educational conditions in general, the authors learned that the predominant
number of participants used digital technology to present pedagogical content to
children. Most teachers used more traditional means of delivery, such as e-mail,
mobile phone or website, and only five of them used more current platforms, such
as Google or Facebook. With the use of technology, the teachers also addressed the
important issue of IT availability. Of the respondents, 41.2% declared that their
workplaces were not sufficiently equipped with IT. Digital technology is usually
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purchased by kindergartens from their budget for operation allocated by the
kindergarten head. Operations vary from one region to another, hence the
possibilities for purchasing equipment for possible digital technology do as well.
Therefore, kindergarten pedagogical staff were right to feel marginalised in ensuring
the conditions and the fulfilment of their new obligations. Furthermore, not all
families were sufficiently equipped with I'T technology, hence education was mostly

delivered in an offline mode.

For any form of education to run smoothly, kindergartens must have a school code
in place. Given that distance learning is compulsory for children in the last year of
pre-school education, the rules should already be elaborated in the code. It is
interesting to note that the rules for distance learning had only been incorporated in
the school code in some of the kindergartens and did not have to be changed in the
places where they were established. In connection with the call for training teachers
in the use of digital technology, the question is whether with the development of
digital competencies in teachers in the future there will be a time for a more thorough

elaboration of the rules in the school code.

Regarding gained experiences, this situation was beneficial in creating much needed
new teaching material and improving the teachers’ skills in working with digital
technology. The teachers also benefited from observations, discussions, and support
from other colleagues. On the other hand, this situation also brought loss of privacy
and a lack of social contact. This condition also highlighted an already known fact —
education delivered distantly, offline, in most circumstances through non-interactive

activities, requires very good cooperation among all educators and parents.
5 Limitations

One of the limitations was the relatively small number of respondents, which,
unfortunately, was affected by the quarantine regime. Nevertheless, the small sample
size was balanced by the fact that the respondents were from several regions of the
country, thus the authors could obtain varied data, as operation is usually region

dependent.
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6 Conclusion

Distance learning in the Czech Republic was ordered for kindergartens by the
Ministry of Education quite suddenly, without any possibility for preparation or
support. This change was a consequence of the rapid spread of the COVID-19 virus,
as well as the measures of the government and the Czech Health Station, which are
still in force. This study identified changes in the educational conditions of pre-
school children that were reflective of changes in education forms as a result of these
measures, and so the results of the study are actionable and possibly ongoing. They
addressed specific situations in a range of pre-school settings determined by their
location and size, varied organisation of operations and demands from managers,
teachers, and parents. The analysis of the responses also provided further
information related to distance learning in kindergartens. After the end of the
emergency situation following to the coronavirus epidemic, it would be advisable to

repeat the study.
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1 Introduction

In everyday life, connections between kindergarten staff, who have a significant
impact on children, can also be forged through teamwork and tandem work. Both
are ways of interacting based primarily on constructive cooperation and problem
solving. For success within teamwork and tandem work it is essential to build good
relationships that affect all team members and consequently the children within the
department. However, we must not ignore the emergence of conflicts in mutual
relations, which must be resolved in an ongoing basis. When resolving conflicts, the
responsibility is often transferred to another member or the mistake is not
acknowledged, which makes the conflict more difficult to resolve. Problems in
teamwork include not only the above-mentioned causes, but also the incorrect and
inappropriate distribution of roles among members in tandem and teamwork, which

causes additional failure.
2 Definition of Team and Teamwork

Different definitions of teamwork can be found in the literature, some of which are
presented in more general terms, while others mainly relate to different areas of
teamwork in practice. Planning educational work can be equated with planning a
whole life in kindergarten. The educator, with the support of an assistant educator,
plans educational work on the basis of theoretical knowledge and observations of
the developmental characteristics of the preschool child, so professional training is
extremely important for quality educational work and the individual’s optimal
development (White Paper on Education in the Republic of Slovenia, 2011). In the
pedagogical encyclopaedia, teamwork in education is defined as a way or form of
activity performed by a group, i.e., two or more pedagogical experts who cooperate
directly and equally with each other and have a common goal (Polak, 2012).
However, other, slightly different notions and definitions of teamwork are also
emerging. A team is also presented as an organizational formation, which, however,
consists of goals within which tasks are designed. These tasks are aimed at team
members. Team members interact on the basis of communication and the mutual

exchange of information, knowledge and experience (Lepi¢nik et al., 2015).

Becaj (1995, p. 27) defines a team as: “Any number of people connected by an effort
to achieve a certain common goal. In order to be successful, they need to

communicate with each other, create different roles and related tasks, appropriate
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rules of conduct that are general and apply to all team members.” Everard and
Morris (1996) say that a team is: “A group of people who can successfully solve any
task they undertake. Successfully means in the time available and with economically
used internal and external available resources.” Poljak (1980) is of the opinion that
teamwork is primarily the involvement of employees who are experts in the work of
the school community in terms of skills and knowledge, and that this is an integral
part of schoolwork; hence, the very need for joint preparation for work, including

joint work division, joint management and analysis.

In foreign professional literature, the definition of teamwork and teaching is based
on Schaplin, who says that teamwork is a type of lesson organization that
presupposes staff and associated students, leaving the team with joint responsibility
for all or part of the activities (Polak, 2009). Work, which is understood as teamwork,
is a way in which we seck and develop educational phenomena in kindergartens;
where we consolidate forms of knowledge and values, both personal and social,
which arise as a result of successful and effective teamwork (Stevanovi¢, 2001). The
definitions of teamwork differ over time, but they still have similarities and common
features, the most prominent of which are, defining a team as a group of people, the
goals and desire of which are successful implementation and planning. However, the
success of implementation can be understood in various ways, in our case from the

point of view of society or from the point of view of the individual.

The preschool teacher is one of the team members who takes care of all or part of
the activities. Within the team, the educator’s work requires bettering their
competencies in various areas of knowledge, which every educator should master.
As a result, their superiors’ expectations, as well as those of the children’s parents,
are very high. However, we must not forget our colleagues, i.e., other professionals
who in their own way demand constant development of one’s professional
personality. Among the various factors that affect teamwork in kindergarten, there
are those that emphasize the individual and their attitude to improving, analysing
and critically evaluating themself and their work. This requires an ongoing review of
one’s own work and a willingness to discuss critical issues. Successful teamwork in
kindergarten also requires the field of communication (Golcer, 2014). A team is
therefore a group of members who are either experts or closely related members
who connect with each other and work closely together. The educator within the
team performs at least three roles in their profession, namely the role of a person,

the role of a civil servant, and the role of an expert. In the role of a person, they have
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different expectations and ideas about what they want to achieve through education.
It is especially important that they are able to function in relation to others, i.e., not
only in relation to students, but also in relation to colleagues and parents. In the role
of a civil servant, they receive a certain payment, for which they must fulfil certain
tasks and follow rules. In carrying out their work, the educator is also committed to
the profession. As an expert, they must work in the field of education as well as the
education of students. It is their duty to build their own educational concept so that
they will be able to plan educational work because parents and children have the
right to know which educational concept is being used (Pecek Cuk, 2009). The
equation of teamwork and tandem as a concept appears often, which is inadequate
in theory and practice. A tandem consists of two people, an educator and an assistant
educator, or two educators who intertwine their roles in an equal way, work in a
coordinated manner, plan educational work as a team, and thus carry out and
evaluate activities, and they affect each other in a professional manner. The members
of the tandem must cooperate in the kindergarten in providing an adequate amount
of time for explanation, conversation, description, storytelling, etc. In this way, they
provide the child with a stimulating learning environment for their holistic
development (Polak, 2007). In addition, we should not ignore the fact that,
regardless of whether we are talking about a team in a department (two people) or a
team between departments and a kindergarten (several people) or a team between
other institutions and kindergartens, they are united by common characteristics
(Lepi¢nik Vodopivec, 1996).

2.1 Team Building

According to Macek (2014), the process of team building is crucial. The beginning
of forming teams goes back to the basic sources of motivation for teamwork; this is
related to the psychological needs that the individual must meet. We have the need
for security, the need for acceptance, the need for self-actualization, and the need
for confirmation and recognition. In addition, the formation of a team cannot take

place without the cooperative attitude of the members.

Team building appears in different ways in different literature, wherein similarities
and differences can be noted. Most often, experts refer to the American psychologist
Barry W. Tuckman, who worked intensively on the definition of four important
stages in team development. He believed that all teams must go through four stages

of development in order to be successful. These stages follow each other in a certain
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order, but the duration itself is not predetermined, as it can vary between teams.
Tuckman defines four stages, namely the stage of forming, the stage of storming,
the stage of norming, and the performance itself. Within this, it is important to note
that the stages are focused on the development of relationships between individuals,
and not so much on tasks and content, so that it is possible to form a successful,
long-term team (Polak, 2009).

The basic resource for team building is also related to the psychological needs of
each of the individuals. Polak (2009) cites the following psychological needs
intended for team building:

— The need for security: compliance with the rules ensures security in the
team, but if one’s needs are not met, one feels threatened. These needs are
the need for dependence, stability, order, freedom from fear, etc.

- The need for self-actualization: it is the need of a greater order that directs
one to realize and become that which is possible.

— The need for acceptance: the very feeling of acceptance is important for
dealing with problems and conflicts that are part of teamwork. An individual
feels rejected when a need is unmet.

— The need for confirmation and recognition: these are the needs for self-
esteem, self-confidence, independence, and freedom. Meeting these needs

leads to a sense of self-confidence and ability.

However, we should not ignore the fact that it is not only members and their
motivations or desires for teamwork are important for team building, but it is also
the behaviour of team members. Bales, a sociologist, studied the behaviour of group
members. He listed six problem areas that include both directions of behaviour, i.e.,

positive and negative (Polak, 2007):

- the area of integration (showing solidarity or also expressing opposition to
other members);

- the area of supervision and management (making proposals or also
expressing needs for ideas);

— the area of orientation (directing members or also the need for guidance);

— the area of tension in relationships (showing tension or also releasing
tension in the team itself); and

- the area of evaluation (evaluation, expression of the need for evaluation).
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With the described problem areas, it is possible to identify or study the processes in

a group and not only the content of group work this way.
2.2 Creating Rules in a Team

For the successful and efficient implementation of tasks and duties in teamwork and
for successful education within teamwork, certain rules are required, the observance
of which leads to the interconnectedness of members and ensures successful
education. The rules that guide and regulate the work of team members are designed
considering all the specifics of each team, and a consensus is reached by all its
members (Becaj, 1997). In each group, it is necessary to create rules for teamwork
among team members. It is the formulation of teamwork rules that leads to long-
term useful work. Rules within a team cannot and should not be created from the
outside but should be designed considering all the specifics and characteristics of the
team members (Polak, 1999).

Based on Polak (2007), team rules are divided into the following four categories:

- rules relating to the work of the group; not complying with or adhering to
the rules affects the achievement of the common goal;

- rules setting out views and beliefs; the correctness of beliefs is usually judged
more by coherence;

- rules that determine the way of group interaction; they ensure the fair
distribution of benefits and prevent conflicts; and

- rules that determine the hairstyle, dress and other aspects of appearance;

allow a clear identity.

We find that the rules in a team are formed in the very process of social interaction.
Some rules are co-created by the individuals within the team, while others are already
in place and are only respected and followed by team members. Full satisfaction of
the members’ individual needs cannot be achieved, as the goals differ depending on
the individual (Polak, 2007).

Group rules can thus be formulated in the following ways (Polak, 2007):
- by agreement between the members of the group;
- by adopting pre-established rules of conduct;
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- spontaneously;
- from similar personal views and interests without any special arrangement;
and

- by mutual rapprochement and influence.

Rules within a team can also be divided into formal and informal rules, which are
related to the formal and informal roles of members and are intertwined. They can
be written or unwritten. For formal groups, where formal rules apply, these are
cleatly defined by obligations and duties, and penalties are set in advance for non-
compliance (Becaj, 1997; Havelka, 1980). Rules within a team determine the special
experience of teamwork, as it is a process of creating an internal rule of behaviour
in the team, which with the topicality of the entire content (e.g., facing expectations,
attitudes, problems focusing and in orientation, different norms) provides a large set
of cognitive, motivational, emotional and communication processes (Polak, 1999).
Thus, we find that every rule is a kind of restriction. We are willing to stick to every
rule as long as it brings us certain benefits and desirable goals. If we disregard and
do not comply to the rules, we violate them. By doing so, we can achieve an
unpleasant psychological state, condemnation, and even hostility from other people,

etc.
3 Teamwork in Kindergarten

The curriculum for kindergartens largely emphasizes the autonomy of kindergartens,
educators and assistant educators. The document follows modern curticula in the
world and thus emphasizes the professional responsibility and at the same time the
autonomy of educators and assistant educators and cooperation between them
(Dolar Bahovec & Golobic, 2004). The Curriculum for Kindergartens from 1999 is
a Slovenian national document that covers the basis of preschool education in
kindergartens. It covers the objectives of the curriculum for kindergartens as well as
the principle of team implementation and the planning of preschool education. In
addition, it also covers the principle of the professional development of professional
staff in the department, between departments and within the kindergarten, etc. The
Curriculum for Kindergartens (1999) focuses on the role of adults, i.c., educators,
assistant educators, and other professionals (counselling and management staff in
kindergartens). Throughout history, the role of the assistant educator has also
changed; the assistant educator not only looks after children at work, as was once

the case, but also participates in the educational process and its implementation.
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They also cover and focus on team planning and implementation, which envisages
cooperation between professionals. With the proper implementation of teamwork,
it is possible to effectively develop the ability to understand oneself and others, the
ability to consider diversity and participate in groups, recognize emotions, transfer
knowledge from different fields, regardless of the team members’ interests, develop
independence, develop imagination, etc. (Kindergarten Act, 1996). Teamwork runs
from the planned activities to the end result. The result can be achieved through
mutual work in tandem, which contributes to the conditions for the development
and learning of the individual, the ease of presenting content, the appropriate
content, the time, space organization and professional development, reducing the
likelihood of failure and errors, etc. (Zore, 2008).

31 The Role of Team Members and Mutual Communication

Team members take on different tasks in a team. At the level of the different tasks
assigned by the team itself, we can talk about the diverse roles of the members. These
roles are linked to their job, to their professional competencies, and at the same time
to the type of education. However, each professional in a team can perform several
different tasks at once. When different roles are combined, some are more
pronounced and others less so. Thus, the basic condition for the successful
operation of a team is primarily related to the clear division of roles and tasks to be
accepted and implemented by team members. If each of the prescribed roles is
represented, teamwork can be successful (Baumgart, 1997). Depending on the level
of the task, a team member can be one of the following (Polak, 2007):

- an initiator, who initiates events, provides further incentives;

- a summary or conclusion designer, who selects, combines, and connects
ideas;

- a clarifier, who determines what members actually think, their
understanding of others, and who explains the incomprehensible; and

- an information seeker or mediator, who gives and seeks information in

various ways that help to realize the task.

We find that the tasks of team members are interconnected and complementary,
which ultimately leads to successful teamwork. By connecting ideas and encouraging,
certain understandings and conclusions are formed between individual members,

which contribute to success in achieving the set goal.
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Members can also perform different tasks in different teams. Praper (2001) lists three
types of teams:

- interdisciplinary teams (characterized by cooperation between team
members, close connection and communication, and creativity);

- multidisciplinary teams (members perform demanding work and extensive
tasks, roles and responsibilities are clearly defined, members do not work
closely with each other); and

- transdisciplinary teams (close connections, individuals maintain their

individual side and specific differences).

The basic conditions for the successful operation of a team are the clear division of
roles between team members, wherein members should accept and feel comfortable
and safe, as well as clear goals that make sense to the individual, and open, honest
communication and democratic leadership (Eichhorn et al, 1998). Based on
different levels of support activities, team members can express themselves as those
who express their emotions within the team, perceiving team mood, positive and
negative emotions and relationships, and helping members articulate their emotions.
A team member can also express themself as a communication facilitator. In this
case, all members have the opportunity to express their opinion. As a facilitator, a
member of the team can be friendly, warm and responsible to others, while actively
listening to and accepting the opinions of others. Last but not least, a team member
can be a maintainer of harmony, directing members to express and resolve
inconsistencies and conflicts within the team. We find that the success of teamwork
in the distribution of roles among team members is based on flexibility and by
achieving balance (Polak, 2007).

3.2 Team Efficiency and Inefficiency

Good communication is the fundamental basis of successful teamwork. Each
member of the team is responsible for efficiency, so it is important that team
members agree on a type of communication (Polak, 1999). Often, precisely
communication itself is ineffective, which affects the inefficiency of the team.
According to Marjanovi¢ Umek and Fekonja Peklaj (2008), an inefficient team is
characterised by competitive communication, disobedience, and non-recognition of
the ideas of others, while an effective team utilises communication characterized by

harmonious action, based on active listening and the desire to understand. In
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accordance with the formation of the team, we must follow the team behaviour that
proves to be effective in practice and for which we are almost certain that the end
result will be an effective team. An individual’s personal readiness is the key to
successful teamwork. All negative expectations, feelings and thoughts lead to the
inhibition of communication, which may result from an individual’s negative

experience with other teamwork or their personal unwillingness to work in a team.

Brajsa (1993) distinguishes three basic types of teams, according to their

effectiveness:

= successfil teams: team members work together more successfully and better,
developing common new, different and better solutions and results;

= unsuccessful teams: within these teams, members have poorer joint work, they
work as if they were working individually, teamwork limits them and
prevents them from exploiting their potential; and

= average teams: team members do not work more successfully and better than
they would if working individually, and they do not develop their own team

creativity.

In general, we can also distinguish between highly efficient and inefficient teams.
Highly effective teams are also considered to have special characteristics, such as
genuine and open communication, clear and positive goals, a well-designed way of
monitoring, controlling and also solving problems, motivating all members, and also
emotional security and creativity. On the other hand, there are ineffective teams.
They are not characterized by the characteristics we identified in an effective team.
Quite the opposite. They are characterized by unclearly distributed roles, unclear
goals and intentions, inappropriate decision-making and poor management,
overlooking the needs of other members, the lack of necessary feedback, etc. (Polak,
2009).

4 Conflicts and Problems in Teamwork

As in life itself, problems arise in kindergarten that need to be accepted and solved.
Ineffective communication and problems occur in the case of disrespect, threats,
commanding in a negative way without explanation, criticism without a proposed
solution, and derision, among others. Organizational barriers are also a big problem,
as the activity in the kindergarten is not propetly regulated. In the case of vaguely

defined roles in a team, and therefore also roles in a tandem, there is a mixing of
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roles or exclusion of certain individuals and thus dissatisfaction with work, which
leads to conflict within the tandem and consequently within the team. In addition to
all the reasons we have listed, we must not neglect individuals’ personal reasons for
not wanting to find a solution or get involved in teamwork, such as the distrust of
others, personal introversion, the perception of fear, fear, and personal threat. The
most common problem in teamwork occurs in the relationship between the educator
and the assistant educator. Reasons can vary, but it is important to mention the
difference in personality, flexibility, need for control or sympathy. Fear is also a
common occurrence in teamwork. This can stem from fear of failure or

embarrassment stemming from pedagogical errors (Polak, 2007).

However, sometimes, for various reasons, conflicts and problems in the team are
not resolved. This makes the work and fulfilment of tasks in the team difficult.
Interpersonal contacts are worse because individuals do not understand each other,
do not support each other, and do not help each other. This can have a very negative
effect on the children present if the conflicting behaviour is noticeable. If conflicts
within the team are resolved, some specifics of the team situation must be
considered. All conflicts must be resolved within the team, and all those involved in
the conflict must be present while resolving the conflict (Polak, 1999). Owing to
untesolved conflicts, work within the team is difficult, which in turn leads to failure
at work. This also worsens the quality of interpersonal relationships; individuals do
not understand each other at work, do not support each other and do not help each
other. There is tension, which leads to feelings of doubt and fear. Conflicts must
therefore be resolved within the team in the presence of all members, otherwise the
team members’ trust may be jeopardized (Polak, 2007).

Marjanovi¢ Umek, Fekonja Peklaj and Bajc (2005) emphasize the importance of
conflict resolution. In resolving conflicts, the method of cooperation must be
followed, since in this method, the team members confront each other, process the
conflict, talk openly, and then find the best way to a solution together. To resolve

conflicts in a team, we need to include the following steps:

clarifying the characteristics of the conflict and finding the causes;

- analysing the impact of the conflict on other areas, such as joint work;
- expressing understanding for the resolution of the conflict;

- involving external people to help resolve the conflict (e.g., a counsellor);

- explaining the expected changes; and
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- identifying the changes and the benefits that they will bring,

Team members can resolve conflicts in a variety of ways. Jovan (1987) cites negative
ways of resolving, such as avoiding conflict, forming a coalition, invoking authority,
leaving the team, overcoming and pressuring, persuading people to make decisions,
compromising members so that they abandon their positions. Brajsa (1993) lists the
methods by which we resolve conflicts: the method of compromise, the method of
cooperation, the method of adaptation, the method of competence, and the method
of avoidance. Brajsa understands the method of cooperation as the only possible
way of real conflict resolution in a team. The bottom line is that team members

should face conflict, talk openly about it, and then find the best solution.
5 Methodology

Obyjectives and research questions
The study identified differences and similarities in the understanding of the
importance of teamwork and tandem work among professionals in kindergartens in

Pomutje and Austrian Styria.
The following research questions guided the study:

- What factors (causes) lead to team building?

- What is the frequency of reasons for the inefficiency of the team, ie.,
teamwork?

- How often do conflicts occur within a team and what are the reasons for
them?

Research sample

The study covered 109 educators and assistant educators from the Pomurje region
and the neighbouring country of Austria. Of these, 50.5% were staff members from
Slovenia and 49.5% from Austria. According to the professional structure, 56% of
the sample were educators, 31.2% were assistant educators, and 12.8% were other
professionals. 33% of respondents were aged under 30, 31.2% of respondents were
aged between 31 to 39, 31.2% of respondents were aged between 40 to 49, and 9.2%

of respondents were aged 50 and over.
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Data collection procedures

Data were collected in the 2018/19 school year. Data were collected with the help
of questionnaires, which were distributed among the participants in the study. First,
a sounding survey was conducted, using a questionnaire to correct errors and
omissions in the structure of this form of question. This was followed by the
preparation of a questionnaire in Slovene and German, which included closed-ended
questions on various aspects of teamwork. The authors examined the factors of team
formation, motivation for teamwork, reasons for team inefficiency, and the causes

of conflict within a team.

Data processing procedures

The collected data were processed using SPSS statistical software. The statistical
methods of descriptive statistics and selected non-parametric tests were used to
analyse the rating scales.

6 Results, Interpretation, and Discussion

The authors first present data on the reasons for forming a team.

Table 1: Team formation factors

Team formation factors Respondents
Slovenia Austria Total
f 13 14 27
Easier implementation of activities
f % 23.6 25.9 24.8
. . f 38 0 38
Professional complementarity
f % 69.1 0,0 34.9
L. f 0 34 34
Interest in joint work
f % 0.0 63.0 31.2
f 4 6 10
Friendly relations
f% 7.3 111 9.2
Total f 55 54 109
ot £% 100.0 100.0 100.0

There is a statistically significant difference between respondents on the factors that
cause the formation of a team by country (x* = 8.474, P= .004). The results show

that when answering the question about the factor reason for forming a team, only
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23.6% of respondents from Slovenia and only 25.9% of respondents from Austria
answered that easier implementation of activities was a factor in the reason for
forming a team (Table 7). As many as 69.1% of respondents from Slovenia believed
that professional complementarity was a factor in forming a team, while no
respondent from Austria were of the opinion that this was the reason for forming a
team. As many as 63% of respondents from Austria expressed interest in working
together as a factor that was the reason for forming a team. Furthermore, only 7.3%
of respondents from Slovenia and 11.1% of respondents from Austria answered that

the reason for forming a team was friendly relations.

The difference in factors for the cause of team building is not necessarily present
only in different countries, it can be present in different kindergartens since

individuals’ views on the importance of the cause for team building will vary.

In the continuation data on the importance of the psychological needs of team
members in their motivation for teamwork and the differences in this by country is

presented.

Table 2: Assessment of the importance of the team member’s psychological needs in their
motivation for teamwork

Average rank

The importance of the need for security 2.75
The importance of the need for self-actualization 2.58
The importance of the need for acceptance 2.75
The importance of the need for confirmation and recognition 1.91

In analysing the participants’ assessment concerning the importance of
psychological needs for teamwork shows that the most common are the need for
acceptance and the need for security as psychological needs, which are most
important for the participant in teamwork. The authors believe that the acceptance
of other people is an important value and that individuals should accept other
people, because only in doing so can one be included in and embraced by society.
These needs are followed by the need for self-actualization. The need for
confirmation and recognition is the least common psychological need, which is
surprising, as it is often noticeable in practice that recognition and confirmation of
the success of a particular activity is an extremely important motivator for further
teamwork (Table 2).
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The results in the Tabl 3 show that when asked about the greatest importance of
psychological needs in relation to the country, only 18.2% of respondents from
Slovenia and 29.6% of respondents from Austria chose the psychological need for
self-actualization, while 41.8% of respondents from Slovenia and 37% of
respondents from Austria chose the psychological need for acceptance. Following
this, 27.3% of respondents from Slovenia and 26.4% of respondents from Austria
chose the importance of the need for security. The need for confirmation and

recognition was of the least importance to the participants from both countries.

Between the need for self-actualization and the need for acceptance, we can talk
about statistically significant differences regarding the maximum value of
psychological needs of an individual in a team according to the country (y* = 3.853,
P=.048 in y* = 3.671, P=.009).

Table 3:. The importance of psychological needs by country

The importance of psychological Respondents
needs
Slovenia Austria Total
X P

The need for self-actualization f 10 16 26

f% 18.2 29.6 239 3855 048
The importance of the need for f 23 20 38
acceptance

£% 41.8 37.0 394 3.671 009
The importance of the need for f 15 14 29 1101 950
security £ % 27.3 26.4 26.9 ' ’
The importance of the need for f 5 4 9
confirmation and recognition £% 9.1 74 83 1.546 672

The authors believe that all these needs are the key reasons for forming a team,
because without them the individuals in the team would not be successful. Polak
(2009) also cites psychological needs that are the reason for team building: the need
for security that ensures security in the team, ensures compliance with the rules; the
need for self-actualization that guides a person to follow and realise opportunities;
the need for acceptance, which is important for dealing with problems and conflicts
that are part of teamwork; and the need for confirmation and recognition, which

leads to a sense of self-confidence and ability.
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Table 4 presents data on the frequency among causes of inefficiency in a team i.e.,

teamwork.

The most common causes of inefficiency within a team and teamwork are
inadequate professional education and distrust of individual members, followed by
the influence of kindergarten management, the mood of the children. and parental

interference in the work of professionals.

In analysing the frequency among causes of inefficiency in a team or in teamwork
according to age, the authors found that respondents aged 30 and younger mostly
attribute it to inadequate professional education and inadequate communication
between team members (see Tuble 6). The least common reason is the influence of
the children’s mood. Respondents aged between 31 to 39 attribute the distrust of an
individual member in the performance of the entire team as the most common cause,
while parental interference in the work of professionals in the team is the least

chosen cause in this age group.

Respondents in the age range of between 40 to 49 see the largest common cause in
the influence of the children’ mood, and the least common causes are inadequate
professional education and inadequate communication between team members.
Respondents aged 50 and over attribute parental interference in the work of
professionals as the most common cause of team failure. However, they most rarely
see inadequate communication between team members as the cause. From the stated
one can conclude that ideas about the occurrence of causes of inefficiency in a team
or in teamwork differ significantly depending on age. Especially in comparing the
youngest and the oldest respondents, there are differences in the experience of

employees according to age.

Table 5: Frequency of causes of inefficiency of a team i.e., teamwork

Average rank

The influence of kindergarten management 3.40
Team members’ varying views 2.71
The influence of the children’s mood 3.29
Parental interference in the work of professionals in the team 3.12
Inadequate professional education 4.62

Distrust of a member 3.85
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Table 6: Frequency of causes of inefficiency of the team i.e., teamwork, according to age

Average rank

The importance

of needs Up to 30 From 31 to ~ From 40 to
years 39 years 49 years

50 years and X2 P

The influence

of kindergarten 58.50 54.69 53.67 47.30 1.474 .688
management

Different views

of team 56.14 56.78 51.90 53.85 0.986 .805
membets

The influence
of the
children’s
mood
Parental
interference in
the work of 65.81 41.59 53.71 65.45 4.871 .002
professionals in
the team
Inadequate
communication
between team
members
Inadequate
professional 71.03 48.82 46.86 41.90 4.952 .001
education

Distrust of an

individual

member in the 57.36 64.59 44.81 43.45 3.924 .020
performance of

the entire team

53.63 49.03 61.31 61.95 3.730 292

69.94 52.44 44.88 39.25 4.920 001

There are statistically significant differences between the reasons for team
inefficiency and age regarding parental intervention in the work of professionals
working in a team (y?= 4.871, P= .002), inadequate communication between team
members (y*= 4.920, P= .001), inadequate professional education (y*>= 4.952, P=
.001), and in response to the distrust of an individual member in the performance
of the entire team in (y*>= 3.942, P= .020). In view of the above, the authors agree
with the above-mentioned answer about inadequate communication, as
disobedience and disturbances in the communicative system lead to failure to carry
out activities, which can also be observed in literature and in citations from various
authors. Surprisingly, opinions differ statistically significantly in terms of

professional education. Namely, the authors believe that all professional workers
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should be sufficiently qualified to perform their work and also have the appropriate

education to perform it.

An inefficient team is therefore characterized by competitive communication,
disobedience and non-recognition of the ideas of others. An individual’s personal
readiness is the key to effective teamwork (Marjanovic Umek & Fekonja Peklaj,
2008).

Table 7: Frequency of occutrence of factors for the emergence of conflicts within the team

Average

rank
The emergence of conflicts due to organizational barriers 3.08
The emergence of conflicts due to communication barriers between team 206
members '
The emergence of conflicts due to unprofessional connections between 342
participants in the team
The emergence of conflicts due to the distrust of participants within the team 3.80
The emergence of conflicts due to fear and threat to participants within the team 4.11
The emergence of conflicts due to undefined roles in the team 3.62

The results show that conflicts most often occur because of fear and anxiety among
participants within the team, which can also result in distrust between participants
within the team. Communication barriers between team members are less of a factor
for the emergence of conflicts, although in practice we often find that
communication is one of the most common barriers to the emergence of conflicts

between team membets.

Table 8: Frequency of occutrence of factors within the team by country

Average rank

Cause of conflicts

Slovenia Austria
The emergence of conflicts due to organizational barriers 56.87 53.09
The emergence of conflicts due to communication barriers between 46.25 63.90
team members
The emergence of copﬂlcts due to unprofessional connections 49.44 60.67
between participants in the team
The emergence of conflicts due to distrust of participants within the 48.37 6175
team
The emergence of conflicts due to fear and anxiety among 5255 5750

participants within the team
The emergence of conflicts due to undefined roles in the team 50.73 59.35
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The results of the research on the frequency of factors for conflicts within the team
by country (Table §) show that in Slovenia, the most common factor are conflicts
due to organizational barriers, while in Austria, it is the occurrence of conflicts due
to distrust of participants within the team and conflicts due to communication
barriers between team members. Conflicts due to communication barriers between
team members are the least common in Slovenia, while in Austtia, conflicts due to
organizational barriers occur rarely. This indicates a complete contrast in the
respondents’ answers on the frequency of occurrence of factors concerning the

emergence of conflicts within the team between the two countries.

Polak (2007) states the most common causes of team conflict. These are mainly
interpersonal barriers, personal confinement, mistrust, unclear definitions of roles,
organizational barriers, and personal barriers such as, anxieties, personal threats, fear,
etc. However, the author does not define which of the needs are the most important
for an individual, so it can be concluded that the frequency of factors for conflict

vaties from individual to individual, and consequently, from country to counttry.
7 Conclusion

In our society, teamwork and tandem work build bridges between adults. These
bridges manifest as interactions between participants, constructive cooperation, as
well as problem solving. Therefore, the first point of interest was the reason for
forming a team. It turned out that the most common cause among Slovenian
respondents is professional complementarity, while among Austrian respondents,
the interest is to work together. Although the respondents joined teams mainly for
professional or work reasons, according to the results of the study, they also satisfy
their psychological needs in cooperation and teamwork; the most common needs

they indicated were for security and acceptance.

Building a team is a complex and time-consuming process of developing
relationships between participants. The process of stabilizing a team also requires
time in which, according to Rot (1983), a certain team must go through the following
phases: the cohesion development phase (i.e., cohesiveness), the testing phase
(interpersonal relationships are formed and roles are divided and rules set), the
stability phase (interpersonal relationships are consolidated and work is done

effectively and successfully), and the conflict phase.
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The success of the team depends primarily on the reasons for its formation, the
successful division of roles, and the work within the team. Of coutse, a team can
also be unsuccessful. The study showed there are several reasons for this, and all of
them were identified by the respondents as key factors in the study. These are mainly
the influence of kindergarten management on the work of the team, differing views
within the team, the influence of the children’s mood, parental interference in the
work of professionals in the team, inadequate professional education, and distrust
of a member. All of these also increase the frequency of conflict in the team, which
we must resolve if we want to ensure the existence and successful operation of the

team in the future.

The study highlighted only a few factors related to the formation and operation of a
team, thus the topic needs to be explored in more detail. Since a team offers both
professional and psychological (personal) support to an individual and is important
for both the professional and personal development of an individual, it would make
sense to repeat the study from time to time to continuously monitor possible

changes, and also expand it to a larger sample.
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1 Introduction

The Council of the European Union has highlighted the importance of key
competences and basic skills because international student assessment results show
that more than one in five students in the EU has insufficient proficiency in basic
skills. Therefore, teachers at all levels of education, especially teachers in early
childhood education (ECE) and primary education, should be able to provide high-
quality education for all, and educational systems should support teachers in
implementing competence-based teaching and learning approaches (Council of the
EU, 2018).

At the beginning of their careers, many newly qualified or inexperienced teachers
experience the complexity of their role and face daily challenges to their skills and
abilities acquired during teacher education, and their self-confidence decreases
(Mahmood, 2013). ECE teachers, at this early stage of their careers, need appropriate
support to master challenging situations, to experience job satisfaction (Keller-
Schneider, Zhong & Yeung, 2020; Fantilli & McDougal, 2009, Klassen & Chiu,
2010), and to fulfil children’s needs for learning and the development of important
basic skills in ECE.

In 2020, the Learning by Doing — Attainment of Basic Competences in ECE project was
launched and financed by the ERASMUS+ Programme. The project aims to support
the theoretical basis of task-based learning (TBL) and project-based learning (PBL)
and their implementation in pre-primary education in Slovenia, Slovakia, and Czech
Republic, especially for recently qualified teachers. The aim of this project is to
improve ECE teachers’ competences through introducing innovative approaches
and practices and to ensure the comprehensive development of children’s
competences. This will be achieved by supporting ECE teachers in gaining
knowledge on how to efficiently implement TBL and PBL. The project partners will
develop a toolkit for ECE teachers, which will support educators in enhancing their
teaching practices and techniques, knowledge, competences, and tools for applying
TBL and PBL effectively. Additionally, the aim is to integrate the features of the

methodology and training into curricula for ECE students from partner universities.
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The paper focuses on the development of teachers’ competences in pre-primary
education in Task-based Learning (TBL) and Project-based Learning (PBL). It
presents theoretical backgrounds and the results of the analysis of data obtained in
the pilot within the Iearning by Doing project, which focused on pre-school teachers’
existing experience with TBL and PBL.

TBL and its implementation in ECE

The theoretical basis of Task-based Learning (TBL) is the pedagogical theory of
constructivism (Steffe & Gale, 2012). The main idea is that children learn during
activities prepared by the teacher, however the learning process is focused on the
children’s activities, and the teacher takes the role of a facilitator. The tasks are
connected to real-life situations and contexts, learning is usually in groups ot pairs,
and construction of meaning is the central focus. During TBL, the activities are
designed by the teacher and implemented or led by the children. These tasks should
motivate children, engage their attention, and present a challenge for intellectual,
creative, ethical, physical, social-emotional or language development. It is important
that tasks have specific learning goals and the outcomes can be built upon at a later
stage of the task circle (Willis, 1996). When designing a task, it is important that the
task is related to real-world experiences (e.g., exchange of personal information,
problem solving, judgment or evaluation, experiments, planning, reasoning). The
teacher should lead the children to complete the task, and both should know when
the task is completed. Assessment of learning is related to the outcome of the task
(Skehan, 1996).

The two general types of tasks are open and closed tasks. Open tasks are more
loosely structured, with less specific goals, for example comparing memories of
holidays or exchanging opinions on a topic. Closed tasks are highly structured and
have very specific goals, with precise instructions and information given. Other types
of tasks come midway between closed and open. For example, logic problems can
have a very specific goal but different ways of achieving the goal. In general, the
more specific the goals, the easier it is for children to evaluate their success and the
more likely they are to get involved with the task and work independently. It is often
the goal and outcome that provide the motivation for children to engage in the task,

which then becomes their learning opportunity (Willis, 1996).
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Each task has a task circle, which includes 3 steps or phases: pre-task, task cycle and
review. The pre-task phase includes advance preparation, introduction of the topic,
motivation, and creating interest in doing a task and giving task instructions. The
task cycle has three stages: a) the task, b) the planning stage, and ¢) the report stage.
The task can be listing, comparing, ordering, sorting, problem solving, expetrience
sharing or creative tasks and mixtures of several task types. Good task cycles should
be planned in such a way as to give the children a feeling of being successful. Tasks
should also be designed to bring out and develop children’s natural talents and skills.
In ECE (age 1 to 06), children are not always able to plan a presentation and complete
the report stage, so the teacher can decide which stages of the task cycle are
appropriate in any given learning situation. The review is the third step in the TBL
process. Once the children have completed the task and have reported about the
task, then it is time for a review. The purpose of this step is to examine the accuracy
of the completed task and to check whether the learning goals and outcomes have
been achieved. During TBL, the teacher should take on the role of facilitator, make
sure that all the children are doing the right task, encourage all the children taking
part in the task, allow the children to make errors, and act as timekeeper (Willis,
1996; Skehan, 1996; Tsamir et al., 2010).

TBL helps children to interact spontaneously, provides language learners with
opportunities to learn vocabulary, emphasizes the active participation of the
children, improves children’s self-confidence in using and applying new knowledge
in the task context, and enables children to present different perspectives as well as
develop meaningful discussion (Newton, 2001; Ellis, 2003; 2009).

PBL. and its implementation in ECE

Project-based learning (PBL) is a model in which learning is organized around
projects (Thomas, 2000). Project learning is considered a form of situational learning
and is based on a constructivist view of education. John Dewey (1859-1952) put
forward the idea that children and students learn better when their knowledge is real,
meaningful, usable, and connected to practical life (Barron et al, 1998). The
opportunity to solve real and practical problems leads to a deeper interest for the
child, an increase in the motivation to learn and thus to better learning outcomes

compared to traditional teaching methods. In the traditional approach, knowledge is
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passed from the teacher to the child; the child is passive or follows the teacher’s

instructions exactly.

In contrast, projects are complex tasks based on challenging questions or problems
that engage children in design, problem-solving, decision-making, or investigative
activities. They give children the opportunity to work relatively independently over
an extended period of time and deliver realistic products or presentations at the end.
They may take a tangible form (e.g., a product, object, book, etc.) or an intangible
form (e.g., a theatrical performance, class trip, etc.). The diversity of defining
characteristics is accompanied by the lack of a universally accepted model or theory
of PBL (Thomas, 2000). In recent research, Hovey and Ferguson (2014) pointed out
that there are different interpretations of PBL with different characteristics, such as
problem-based learning, inquity-based learning, problem solving, and open-ended
problem solving. In addition, activity-based learning and discovery learning
encompass similar characteristics. While the former definition focuses on a child-
centred learning process, the latter emphasises skill development alongside
knowledge acquisition and the crucial task of planning, including task design and
question complexity and autonomy (Habok & Nagy, 2010).

In current pedagogical practice, we sometimes encounter a misunderstanding of
project learning. Sometimes teachers confuse a project day that focuses on a specific
theme (e.g., Earth Day, Milk Day, etc.), where all the actions and activities of the day
relate to that theme, with project learning. This one-off project day, which is worked
out in detail by teachers with assignments and materials, cannot be called project-
based learning. According to Lev et al. (2020), teachers approach PBL in three
phases. First, they develop and plan the project. Second, they carry out the project
with the students. Finally, they reflect on the project. For example, Larmer et al.
(2015) talk about four phases in relation to PBL: the launch of the project; building
knowledge, understanding, and skills; product development, critique, and review;
and product presentation. They separate the second and third phases primarily
because older students may decide during PBL that they need more information and
return from the third phase to the second and then continue again. Within ECE, the

understanding and use of 3 phases is sufficient.
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During PBL, the child learns from their own direct experiences, not indirectly, and
the teacher takes on the role of an advisor, not a director. This leads to a fundamental
change — the child participates with the teacher in directing the whole project. It is
the children’s project — the children feel responsible and play a key role in the
successful implementation of the project (Lev et al., 2020).

The key person for the successful use of the project method is the teacher. The
teacher plans the educational activities based on the children’s interests and needs
and must be able to listen to them and respond appropriately to their suggestions.
In this way, the teacher no longer takes on the traditional role of teacher and assumes
a consultative role. In PBL within ECE, the impetus for the project may be a
stimulus from the teacher, a suggestion from the children, or a reaction to the current
situation (Lev et al., 2020).

First of all, the teacher must be able to demonstrate the educational goal that has
been set based on a curriculum document and present it to the children in the form
of a real problem to be solved. The activities planned to solve the problem need to
meet the set educational objectives. At the same time, however, the children must
be enabled to pursue their own goals, which is the main objective of the project. In
PBL, other partners besides children and teachers can be involved in education, such
as parents, grandparents, experts in a particular field (e.g., beekeepers, masons,

gardeners) or institutions.
2 Methodology

The requirements of the Leaming by Doing project included the creation of a
methodological publication, so it was necessary to find out what experience the
teachers from the partner pre-schools had with TBL and PBL and how they
understood these concepts. For this purpose, a semi-structured questionnaire was

created with the aim of answering the following research questions:

Q1: What educational methods do pre-school teachers most often use when
teaching children?

QQ2: What experience do pre-school teachers have with the use of PBL?

QQ3: What experience do pre-school teachers have with the use of TBL?

Q4: What challenges do pre-school teachers identify when using PBL and TBL?
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Q5: What help would pre-school teachers welcome in implementing PBL and TBL
within their schools?

The questionnaire contained a total of ten sections. The first four focused on the
classification of the respondent (their country, the length of their practice, their level
of professional qualification). One section of questions in the questionnaire was
scaled, and the remaining sections were open. The key questions in the questionnaire
were open questions, to which the respondents were able to write long answers. The
questionnaire was sent electronically to teachers working at university partner pre-

schools in their national language.

The pre-schools in partner countries were selected on the basis of an assessment of
the quality of pedagogical work by the universities involved in the project and were
examples of pre-schools with high pedagogical quality that implement innovative
pedagogical approaches and serve as model workplaces in their region. However, it
is worth noting that pre-school institutions in Slovenia, Slovakia and Czech Republic
have varying traditions of implementing both methods.

The total number of respondents was N = 24 (ten from Czech Republic, eight from
Slovenia, and six from Slovakia). The questionnaire mainly provided data for
qualitative analysis. Due to the small sample of respondents, the quantitative data
obtained through the questionnaire was analysed at the descriptive level. The
participants’ answers to the open questions were analysed using thematic analysis
(Flick, 2006; Svaticek & Sed’ova, 2014). The respondents’ answers were first open
coded; the codes were created ad hoc. and then grouped into categories. Five
categories emerged in the thematic analysis. To strengthen the reliability of the
tindings, the descriptions of the categories are supported by direct quotations from

the pre-school teachers’ responses.

3 Results

The results will be presented in two parts. The first part focuses on the use of
educational methods prevalent among the participating teachers. In the second part,
the results of the thematic analysis will be presented.
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What educational methods are most commonly used by pre-school

teachers?

faora W

—
I I H B E 8 .
1 3 4 6

2

=

-
(ST = AT~ A =]

5

m Infor mation-receptive methods m Reproductive methods
Problem interpretation methods m Heuristic methods

m Research methods

Figure 1: Frequency of using methods in pre-school education on a scale of 1 to 7
(1 — daily use; 2 — several times a week; 3 — at least once a week; 4 — at least once a month; 5 — less
than once a month; 7 — methods are not used)
Source: own.

The respondents’ answers indicated that the educational methods in which the pre-
school teacher is leading the pedagogical practice predominate. In the practice of
pre-schools, the predominant method is one in which the child is a passive recipient
or responds to the teacher’s instructions (Figure 7). Methods allowing the child to
solve problems and develop their own competences are much less common. In
particular, these are verbal methods, where pre-school teachers explain to children,
give direct instructions or ask questions. Furthermore, the demonstration method
is widely used, where the pre-school teacher shows something to the children or
demonstrates a certain activity. The representation of interviews with children on
a certain topic, methods of practical activities (musical, artistic, movement and
dramatic) and the method of didactic play prepared by the pre-school teacher are

very common (see Table 7).

Table 1: Overview of the use of specific methods on scale a scale of 1 to 7
(1 — daily use; 2 — several times a week; 3 — at least once a week; 4 — at least once a month; 5 — less
than once a month; 7 — methods are not used)

Educational
methods 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 2
Telling children 12 3 8 0 0 1 0 24
Verbal methods ~_ INarration 17 4 3 0 0 0 0 24
- monologue Explaining the
phenomenon, 11 4 9 0 0 0 0 24

procedures
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Educational
methods

Enter the
procedure or
rules of the
game

16

24

Verbal
description of
the activities
carried out

12

24

Vetrbal methods
- dialogue

Conduct
dialogue in a
group

15

24

Asking
questions

17

24

Looking for
information in
educational
texts (e.g., an
encyclopaedia)

24

Search for
information in
fiction (e.g.,
pictures)

24

Work with
tables, graphic
views, and
schemas

24

Demonstration
methods

Observation of
objects and
phenomena

24

Demonstration
of subjects,
activities,
experiments,
models by the
teacher for the
children

6

10

24

Foreshowing
illustrations,
pictures, photos,
or video samples

12

24

Methods of
practical
procedures

Music activities

10

24

Art and graphic
activities

24

Physical
activities

24

Dramatic
activities

10

24

Work activities

10

24
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Educational
methods

Research

activities

Learning within

a specific life 4 5 9 4 0 2 0 24
situation

Entering roles in

a simulated 1 9 3 6 3 1 1 24
situation

Drama 1 4 3 6 6 4 0 24
Methods of didactic games 3 2 2 3 5 6 3 24
Solving a
Project methods ~ complex 3 2 2 3 5 6 3 24
problem

Situational and
staging methods

Analysis of the preferred methods highlighted that many respondents persist in the
teacher-centred approach, which considers the teacher a guarantor of the
educational process, providing the children with knowledge and skills. Respondents
used methods that allow children to discover independently and use their innate
dispositions to learn only occasionally or not at all. The pre-school teachers rarely
worked as facilitators of the educational process. Although selected pre-schools and
their teachers to some extent represent pre-school institutions with high pedagogical
quality, the study indicates that they can still further develop their pedagogical
approach. This quality improvement could be supported by greater use of
educational methods that consistently enable the active involvement of the child in
the learning process and fulfil the concept of pre-primary education in the EU and
the child-centred approach in ECE (European Commission, 2019).

Pre-school teachers’ experiences with TBL and PBL

Thematic analysis revealed four categories, and the experiences in each category of
the participating pre-school teachers from the Czech Republic, Slovakia and
Slovenia are presented in Table 2.

Pre-school teachers’ experiences with the use of PBL

Differences resulting from different national experiences were evident in the

answers on the use of the project method. While Slovak respondents mostly stated

that they did not use this method, all Slovenian respondents gave examples of
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project-based learning from their practice. Some Slovenian pre-school teachers
provided high-quality examples of PBL, in which children, and even parents, played

a significant role in project management and implementation.

Table 2: The four categories

Categories Theme: Pre-school teachers’ experiences with TBL and PBL

Experiences with the use of PBL

Experiences with the use of TBL
The challenges of using TBL and PBL

Support for the implementation of PBL and TBL

One of the Slovenian pre-school teachers mentioned a project titled Getting to know
the forest:

“We are planning what we shounld do with the children ... Go to the forest, explore it, collect

material and then create something ...”

The involvement of parents and the role of children in project management and

implementation is evident in another Slovenian pre-school teacher’s answer:

“Bird feeder — On the walk, the children are encouraged to watch birds. Our conversation focuses
on the theme of caring for birds. After presenting the problem, the children come up with the idea of
matking a bird feeder. Together we set the goal of making a bird feeder. What follows is a collection

of ideas on how to do this. We involve parents in the project by sharing ideas and collecting materials.

The children matke a bird feeder and hang it in a visible place so they can watch the birds during
Jeeding.”

The following is an example of a Slovak teacher’s response about implementing
project-based learning:

“I do not apply project learning in my practice.”

However, it was obvious from some responses that some pre-school teachers
understand PBL as the involvement of the pre-school in a specific project
(ecological, transport, etc.), which does not correspond to the definition of PBL.
The following is an example of a project implemented throughout the pre-school as

mentioned by a Slovenian pre-school teacher:
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“Project White rabbit — It'’s about transport and the environment, about how we should be cycling
or walking more than driving. We bave been discussing the topic. The children drew the white rabbit.
Every day that their parents did not use the car, the child got a reward (a sticker). Every day we
talked about the topic, why it is important, the children made suggestions abont what we shonld do

2

Among the Czech respondents, the term project was in most cases interchanged
with the concept of a thematic unit, as illustrated in the two examples below.
Additionally, the project was designed and led by the pre-school teacher, without the

children’s participation in project management.

“We work with a theme that we look at with children in a variety of ways. Apples; working with
a literary masterpiece: rhymes, riddles, songs, poems; working with natural products: picking apples,
comparing apples; working with the senses: tasting apples, smelling apples, tasting other apple
products; art activities: painting apples, collage; work activities: baking apple pie, cooking apple
Sauce; dramatic activity: working with the text ‘Grandma had four apples’ — a play in the role of
Grandma, the old man.”

“A project on the story ‘About the Roosters of the Storm and the Rainbow’ (spring theme) that
included activities, such as: simple fun movement rooster games, a drama with the teacher in the role
of the storm, creating a big grey world so big that the whole class can sit in it ... and playing another
drama with a strong emotional charge (overcoming fear), singing and recording our own ‘rooster and
egg’ song, producing a short animated film (published). In short, we experienced a play every two
days, a shared creation, a shared emotional experience. A long project (two months) inspired just
by the story.” (Czech pre-school teacher)

The examples of the Czech and Slovak teachers’ practice and experience given above
correspond to research on teachers’ approaches to planning educational content in
the Czech Republic and Slovakia (Kozeluhova et al., 2020; Krej¢ova et al., 2015).
These show that in the current pedagogical practice of pre-schools, activities that are
fully planned and managed by teachers are still very common. Although teachers
plan activities based on the observation of children’s interests, they are not always
able to cooperate with children in planning a project and creating situations where
children are actively involved in planning activities on a larger scale. Czech and
Slovak teachers understand the needs and interests of children, but in practice they

still use mostly teacher-led didactic methods, wherein children do not have room for
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active participation in the management of activities. We therefore consider this a

challenge for the further development of pedagogical practice.
Pre-school teachers’ experiences with the use of TBL

Most of the teachers confused task-based learning (TBL) with experiential learning
or believed that TBL was any activity in which the child is active and produces
something. Research activities appeared in the educational process, but most of them
were the pre-school teacher’s attempts at explaining content; the child did not

participate through direct discovery or by asking questions.

“We work with the children in activity centres, the children work independently, with their group.
For excample, the children measure and weigh (e.g., themselves on the topic of the human body) and
then write them down.” (Czech pre-school teacher)

“The children draw objects from the ‘magic bag’. The child recognizes an object, tries to name i,
recognizes the colour, and puts it in a box of the same colonr. The boxes are ready at the other end
of the playroom, the children are carrying, moving the objects. Older children try to identify the
function of the object.” (Slovenian pre-school teacher)

“Planting plants — Talking about plants (what they need to live), planting the seeds of the plant in
the soil, cotton wool, monitoring germination, growth. Examining the growth of a plant: in the light,
in the dark, a plant that is watered and one that is not watered.” (Slovakian pre-school
teacher)

On the other hand, among the examples of teachers applying TBL there were
activities that one could consider as sub-projects (e.g., submarine construction,
knitting). The answers show that both the concept of TBL and the concept of PBL.
are pootly understood by the respondents.

“Underwater world —  submarine (work with technical documents, drawings, submarine

construction, functional equipment, telegraph assembly).” (Czech pre-school teacher)

The respondents quite often confused the TBL method with other approaches in
their pedagogical practice. Activity learning and the active involvement of children
in the educational process is a challenge, especially for teachers just beginning their
career (Fantilli & McDougall, 2009; Gregory, 2016; Hernandez, 2018; Keller-
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Schneider, Zhong & Seeshing, 2020). Another problem is that these teachers often
take over the procedures implemented in a given pre-school and that some
traditional transmissive approaches persist in pedagogical practice, which make it

difficult for children to participate in their education in a truly active way.

The challenges for pre-school teachers when using TBL and PBL

The participants’ responses on the challenges they faced were consistent and fell into
three categories: (1) inadequate expertise of teachers in various disciplines, (2)
external conditions, such as the composition and size of the groups of children, and
(3) material conditions. Regarding inadequate expertise, the participants reported
lack of specific knowledge of certain fields and inadequate knowledge in using
innovative methods for pre-school teaching. The most frequent answers concerning
external conditions referred to the large number of children in a group, teaching very
young children (1- to 3-year-olds), and integrating children with special educational

needs.

In the words of a Czech pre-school teacher:
“The biggest problem is the large number of children and the integration and care of children with

special educational needs and their inclusion in the activities.”
“Too many children in a playroom.” (Slovenian pre-school teacher)

Regarding material conditions, pre-school teachers most often mentioned a lack of
teaching materials and tools, and insufficient technical equipment and financial

resources.

A Czech pre-school teacher wrote:
“My obstacle is certainly the lack of information in certain areas and the lack of technical and

material resources.”’

A Slovenian pre-school teachet’s response encompasses various obstacles faced
when using TBL and PBL:

“Lack of time, lack of knowledge about project work, children who do not speak the langnage well

— they come from different countries, children with special needs in regular groups.”



B. Loudovd Stralezynskd et al.: Competence Development in Early Childhood Education: Tastk-

Based 1earning and Project-Based 1 earning in Slovenia, S lovakia, and the Czech Republic 287

Similarly, Slovak pre-school teachers expressed several obstacles in the use of TBL
and PBL:

“Low age of children (3- to 4- year-olds), little professional literature in this area, little information,

no practice with project learning.”

One of the obstacles the respondents see in the use of PBL is the lack of time to
carry out projects within their daily pedagogical duties and work tasks.

“Perbaps only the time and equipment for the project itself. Usually, we make all the aids onrselyes
and it is time-consuming. Sometimes we also have a problem with space — where can we put the
observed objects or work in progress, which is for a longer period of time?” (Czech pre-school
teacher).

Support for the implementation of PBL and TBL

The respondents agreed that they would welcome methodological materials
(guidelines, handbooks, etc.) that would include specific procedures and examples
of entire projects, or video demonstrations of TBL and PBL.

One Czech pre-school teacher wrote:

“I wonld welcome more publications with practical, even directly described projects. If we as teachers
conld spend more time on describing and presenting successful projects than on administration, which
in my opinion does not result in much. 1 really liked one project where my colleague recorded a video

of a demonstration.”

“In practice, I would welcome teaching aids, methodological materials, software on project teaching.”
(Slovak pre-school teacher).
“Methodological books with examples, different materials.” (Slovenian pre-school teacher)

“Methodological materials, teaching aids, demonstration of project design.” (Slovak pre-school
teacher)
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The pre-school teachers expressed a desire to share practical experience through
mutual meetings with other colleagues. The respondents also felt the need for
professional development in relation to pedagogical methods, such as seminars

linked to practical demonstrations.

“I wonld appreciate an inspiring seminar on project learning, especially when it comes to ontdoor

teaching.” (Czech pre-school teacher)
“Seminar, literature on specific types of learning, ...” (Slovak pre-school teacher)

“Seminars, training in task-based and project-based learning, demonstrations by colleagues in
kindergartens.” (Czech pre-school teachers)

In addition, regarding the support needed to implement TBL and PBL, pre-school
teachers pointed out that they would appreciate special teaching aids (projectors,

microscopes, magnifiers, etc.).

“Material and technical aids (projector, printer, etc.), sets for research activities and experiments

(microscopes, etc.).” (Slovak pre-school teacher)

“Teaching materials, aids (audio-visnal equipment, research kits), ...” (Slovenian pre-school

teacher)

The data obtained is an important starting point for an international project,
however, it also shows that (1) both methods are used to a limited extent in selected
pre-schools and (2) pre-school teachers have less experience and knowledge of both
methods. This is the case even though the selected pre-schools are considered to be
high-quality and progressive institutions in the project countries, and the authors

expected more high-quality implementation of TBL and PBL.
4 Discussion
In pre-primary education, the teachers direct their efforts to ensuring that the child

is not only a passive recipient, but an active participant in the educational process.

The results highlighted that although teachers do not initially have a comprehensive
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knowledge of PBL and TBL, they are looking for ways to implement educational
processes that follow children’s interests and needs.

Intuitive, receptive teachers respond to the child’s current needs; however, they do
not always understand the correct approaches to PBL and TBL. The traditional way
of learning is often prevalent in practice, especially relying on a teacher-led didactic
approach. Teachers often lean towards traditionalism if they have very diverse

groups of children and if they are not able to find a suitable teaching method.

The study was based on our previous professional and practical experience. The
questionnaire was compiled and modified based on discussions with several experts
in the field. Considering the objectives of the study, the research sample is relatively
small, therefore the authors are not generalising the research results to the entire
research set. The data was analysed qualitatively. Despite its shortcomings, the study

has pointed us in the direction in which we should focus our next efforts.

The research results presented in this paper confirm findings from other studies (see,
e.g., Sumarni et al, 2021). For example, they show that a comprehensive
understanding of PBL and TBL is still lacking in practice. As stated by Lev et al.
(2020), time and space need to be devoted to professional discussion that can help
to remedy these shortcomings. In addition, resources (published articles,
methodologies, and other professional literature) that develop professional
discussion about the importance of the child as an active creator of their own

learning are as essential as sharing examples of good practice.

5 Conclusion

This paper presents the initial results of the Learning by Doing project. The results
show that teachers do not often use methods wherein the child can independently
discover and use their developing abilities. The authors continue to see the potential
for the professional development of teachers in their practice. The participating
teachers expressed their interest in new approaches and methods that are aimed at
children’s attitudes, interests, initiative, and activities in which children can express

what they are interested in doing and what knowledge they want to develop further.
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Abstract
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1 Introduction

Educational professionals have numerous tasks, among which one promotes
inclusive education for students with special educational needs (hereinafter SEN).
The ability to perform such a task implies several competences teachers do not
acquire adequately through their initial education, especially considering the rapid
expansion of knowledge in teaching and educating students with SEN. Given the
above, teachers are compelled to partake in lifelong training activities. For example,
the analysis conducted by Vukeli¢, Zovko, and Vlah (2020) confirms that initial
teacher education is deficient in the number of class hours dedicated to the topic of
ADHD. This paper aims to present and analyse professional development systems
and programs that enable teachers to improve their competences for working with
students with SEN in four countries — France, Germany, Denmark, and Scotland.
The analysis components are the organisation of the system, legislation, and the
duration, content, teaching methods, and forms of teaching in SEN teacher training
programs. The countries above are examples of good practice because their legal
regulations cleatly define teacher professional development, and they offer various
teaching programs and methods, which were the reasons for selecting the four

countries for this analysis.
2 Professional Development in Teaching Students with SEN in France

Teacher education in France incorporates a three-year undergraduate study program
and an additional two-year teacher education program (MEEF) that combines
theoretical instruction and practical work in classrooms under the mentorship of
university professors. MEEF offers teacher specialisation in the field of student
inclusion (e.g., INSPE — Institut national supérieur du professorat et de I'éducation,
Université de Nantes, 2021). After their initial education, teachers in France can

attend various forms of teacher training on SEN.

Teacher training in France is further specified and defined by the law For a School
of Trust, which stipulates teachers devoting 18 hours of the school year to
pedagogical counselling and support and 9 hours to professional development
(Journal officiel de la République francaise, 2019). Furthermore, teacher education
and training for developing and improving the competences necessary for working

with students with SEN is also regulated by the School Adaptation and Schooling
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of Students with Disabilities (ASH) (European Commission, 2018). Teacher training
in France is defined by the National Training Plan (PNF), based on which local
administrative districts create an Academic Plan for Continuing Training (PAF)
(European Commission, 2018). One part of the PNF is dedicated to promoting
inclusive school policy, including 13 topics related to inclusive education (Ministére

de I'education nationale de la jeunésse et des sports, 2020b).
2.1 Initial Teacher Education and SEN Teacher Training

Although the French Republic is divided into departments, the entire country is very
centralised along with its bodies responsible for making decisions about teacher
professional development. However, each decision is implemented by units within

regions, departments, counties, cantons, cities, and municipalities.

Even during their initial education, teachers are trained to work with students with
SEN by attending a six-hour module dedicated to inclusion. Teachers are also
offered specialisation in inclusion during the second year of their graduate studies.
The teaching methods used in initial education programs are presentations,
experimentation, observation, critical review, collaborative and cooperative learning,

action research, practice analysis, and creating and using a digital workplace.

There are structured programs with a professional certification that are especially
prominent, like the Professional Aptitude Certificate to Inclusive Education
Practices (CAPPEI) and the university graduate program. Such programs include
preparing teachers for working with students with many types of SEN (cognitive
impairment, poor spatial and temporal awareness, difficulties in oral and written
expression, motor skill disorders, perception and attention deficits, social
communication disorder, autonomy disorder, hearing impairment, visual
impairment, autism spectrum disorder). The program’s specifics, designed by the
National Institute of Training and Research for the Education of Young People with
Disabilities and Adapted Teaching INSHEA), are activities and teaching methods
that include writing article abstracts, case studies, analyses of documents, and critical

reviews.
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2.2 SEN Teacher Training Programs

An SEN teacher training program worth mentioning is the CAPPEI, consisting of
four courses organised in modules. The four courses last a total of 400 hours, during
which teachers acquire the theoretical foundations of the education of students with
SEN, elective modules, practical classes, and the nationalisation of the program. The
CAPPEI program includes three exams that cover teaching students with SEN,
reflective teaching, presentation and elaboration of documentation created based on
teaching students with SEN, and student self-reflection before a committee on their
role and competences in inclusive education (Le Bulletin officiel de 1'éducation
nationale, 2017).

Some forms of professional development offered by training and research institutes
in inclusive education are higher education programs like the university graduate
program. The duration of such a program is three weeks (a total of 105 hours). In
order to obtain a diploma, the student is required to pass a written exam during each
session and write article abstracts, case studies, analyses of documents, and a critical
review. Also, the same institutes offer numerous training courses for teachers and
expert associates who work with students with SEN in schools (Formation Continue

— Catalogue 2020/2021, 2020).

Furthermore, teachers in France have the opportunity for professional development
through online platforms of the Ministry of National Education, Youth and Sports
(Eduscola, Inclusive School Cap). Such platforms are designed to provide tools for
the assessment of and learning about the needs of students with SEN and to offer
methodological and content individualisation according to precisely defined SEN.
These platforms also organise training (e.g., topic: Managing students with attention
deficit disorder) and offer the locations of the nearest training programs for teachers
in their closest geographical area (Ministere de 1'éducation nationale, de la jeunesse
et des sports, 2020a).
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3 Professional Development in Teaching Students with SEN in
Germany

Initial teacher education is dual and takes place at faculties of pedagogy and
education within higher education studies (undergraduate and graduate studies
lasting between 8 and 14 semesters) and practical work in a classroom environment
(lasting between 12 and 24 months) organised by an institute for teacher education.
After both parts, students take the state licence exam. During their undergraduate
and graduate studies, students can choose a teaching career in SEN (European
Commission, 2020d). After initial education, teachers in Germany are offered

various forms of in-service training in SEN.

It is worth emphasising that teacher training in Germany is regulated by the legal
regulations of the Federal Republic of Germany, which apply to the entirety of
Germany, but also by the legal regulations of individual federal states in Germany.

According to the Law on Teacher Training and Examination in the State of
Brandenburg (Gesetz- und Verordnungsblatt fiir das Land Brandenburg, 1999) and
Teacher Training for the School of Diversity (Die Stimme der Hochschulen, 2015),

in-service training must take into account the inclusive requirements of education.
3.1 Initial Teacher Education and SEN Teacher Training

One of the specificities of the German education system, and thus the teacher
professional development system, is decentralisation. Legislative recommendations
are issued at the national level, but there is a strong autonomy among the federal
states regarding the organisation of the initial education and the professional

development of teachers.

Through their initial education, teachers are offered adequate professional
development in SEN if they choose to work in schools with students with SEN.
Future teachers improve their competences through two courses on the pedagogy
for SEN with a total value of 120 ECTS credits (90 + 30). Some of the topics the
courses cover are the following: students with intellectual disabilities, learning
difficulties, behavioural disorders, speech therapy, hearing impairment, and motor

skill disorders. Teachers can also improve their competences for working with
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students with SEN through a preparatory service that strengthens their practical
skills (Ludwig-Maximilians Universitit Minchen — Minchener Zentrum fiir
Lehrerbildung, 2020).

Furthermore, Germany has a structured vertical organisation of teacher professional
development for working with students with SEN through what they term advanced
studies, which are organised as four six-month courses. Advanced studies enable
formal progress in the level of education and significant strengthening of
competences for working with students with SEN. The teaching methods and forms
of teaching used in the training programs include lectures, seminars, study groups,
conferences, study trips, in-course assessments, online courses, working with
students with SEN, independent learning, writing a diagnostic report, and writing
and presenting case reviews. The content of advanced studies includes didactics and
inclusion, social framework of inclusion, basics of inclusive pedagogy, and
involvement in the context of quality and school (Universitit Koblenz — Landau —

Zentrum fiir Fernstudien und universitire Weiterbildung, 2020).
3.2 SEN Teacher Training Programs

In Germany, teacher professional development is organised and conducted by in-
service training institutes, state academies, scientific institutes for in-service training
(European Commission, 2020a), state and local school authorities, school offices,
centres for school quality and education, universities, higher education institutions,
and schools. These institutions conduct teacher training both onsite and online
through several days of formal lectures, workshops, seminars, practicums,
discussions, study groups, conferences, study trips, and in-course assessments. Also,
every school can register for teacher training in various topics that are offered and
organised by a particular institution. While attending all the above courses, teachers
are exempted from teaching obligations with full pay, which is approved by the
school principal or the competent school body (European Commission, 2020a).
Some of the topics they cover are as follows: ADHD, psychological counselling for
autism spectrum disorder and socioemotional difficulties, qualifications for special
education, basics of diagnostic procedures in SEN, children’s self-regulation,
inclusive settings, inclusion, managing heterogeneity, and educational inequality
(Universitit Kassel — Zentrum fur Lehrerbildung, 2020; Zentrum fiir Schulqualitit
und Lehrerbildung (ZSL), Baden-Wiirttemberg, 2020).
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Universities also offer multiannual teacher training in inclusive education. One such
example is the University of Potsdam, which offers teacher training lasting two and
a half years. The program consists of 26 modules, and each module consists of 15
hours of seminars, 15 hours of working with a group of students, independent
learning, writing two seminar papers, writing a diagnostic report, and writing and
presenting two case reviews (Institut zur Weiterqualifizierung im Bildungsbereich an
der Universitdt Potsdam, 2020).

The most structured formal teacher professional development system in Germany
are advanced in-service training modules in inclusion. Each module contains four
six-month courses (one semester each), and each course consists of four smaller
modules, totalling 15 ECTS credits. After completing all obligations and activities,
the participant receives a Certificate of Advanced Studies. This system enables a
vertical possibility of advancement because after acquiring the certificate, it is
possible to further improve one’s skills and obtain a Diploma of Advanced Studies
worth 30 ECTS points, a Master of Advanced Study worth 60 ECTS points, and a
Master of Science worth 90 ECTS credits (Universitidt Koblenz — Landau — Zentrum
fir Fernstudien und universitire Weiterbildung, 2020).

4 Professional Development in Teaching Students with SEN in
Denmark

Initial teacher education in Denmark spans eight semesters of a professional
undergraduate study program conducted at university teacher training programs.
The program ends with completing a final bachelor project (European Commission,
2020c). Compulsory courses and specialisation prepare future teachers for working
with students with SEN (Kebenhavns professions hejskole, 2020). After initial
education, teachers in Denmark are offered various forms of in-service training on
SEN.

The Danish Union of Teachers emphasises that all Danish schools must have
qualified employees who advise teachers and that all Danish teachers should have
the opportunity to continuously develop their competences for working with
students with SEN (Danmarks Larerforening, 2019). The Act of Higher Education

(adult continuing training system) emphasises that improving personal and
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professional competences is the primary purpose of in-service training, which is
necessary, since teachers work in a rapidly changing inclusive educational

environment (Lovtidende, 2017).
4.1 Initial Teacher Education and SEN Teacher Training

Compulsory courses within initial education prepare future teachers in Denmark for
working in an inclusive environment. Teachers also have the opportunity for
additional training in inclusive practice by choosing some of the modules on offer.
The teaching methods and forms of teaching used are interactive lectures,
presentations, project work, practicums, observation, research, case studies, and
work in study groups. Through lectures, practicums, seminars, and independent
learning, the graduate studies enable teachers to understand various dimensions of
inclusive education, improve interventions for inclusion, run educational
institutions, and conduct scientific research (Kebenhavns professions hejskole,
2020).

The teacher training system in Denmark is parallel to the initial teacher education
system. However, future teachers can only join the formal in-service training system
after a certain level of initial education. Academic, graduate, and mastet’s teacher
training levels have equal credit values — 60 ECTS credits. This organisation of the
system is undoubtedly one of Denmark’s most important specificities in teacher

professional development (Danmarks Evalueringsinstitut, 2009).
4.2 SEN Teacher Training Programs

Formal teacher professional development is organised through a structured in-
service training system! . After teachers graduate, they can further attend an
academic (Academy Profession Degree), graduate (Bachelot’s Degree), and mastet’s
level (Master’s Degree). All three programs yield up to 60 ECTS credits. These three
forms of teacher training should not be confused with the Danish initial education
system, whose titles are very similar or almost the same in English — vocational

education (Academy Profession Degree) worth 120 ECTS credits, university

! Based on the private correspondence with the Department of Professional and Vocational Higher
Education of the Ministry of Higher Education and Science and with the Danish Agency for Higher
Education and Science, both institutions issued such a statement.
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undergraduate studies (Bachelor’s Degree) worth 180 ECTS credits, professional
undergraduate studies (Professional Bachelor’s Degree) worth between 180 and 240
ECTS credits, and graduate studies (Master’s Degree) worth between 120 and 180
ECTS credits. It is important to emphasise that all the aforementioned professional
development programs enable teachers to improve their skills in inclusive pedagogy
by training in the field of theory and practice of special pedagogy, scientific research
in this field, and special pedagogy (Borne-og undervisningsministeriet, 2020).

Also, teachers can improve their skills in inclusive education through courses and
online education, through teamwork, presentations, workshops, simulations,
practicums, academic programs, programs for developing teacher competences, and
counselling organised by governmental and non-governmental organisations and

Danish universities.

5 Professional Development in Teaching Students with SEN in
Scotland

Initial teacher education in Scotland is organised as a four-year (eight semesters)
undergraduate combined program leading to an honorary degree in primary
education (European Commission, 2019), within which students can specialise in
inclusive practice. During the third year of the program, students attend an advanced
education module twice a week regarding inclusion and a specialisation module
dedicated to inclusion worth 40 ECTS credits. In the eighth and final semester,
students conduct research closely related to their chosen specialisation (University
of Stirling, 2020). After graduation, teachers undergo a probation period (lasting 190
days or, more flexibly, 270 days) to register with the General Teaching Council for
Scotland (2020Db). After initial education, teachers in Scotland are offered various

forms of in-service training in SEN.

Teacher professional development in Scotland is based on the Teaching Scotland’s
Future (TSF) program, and the Strategic Board for Teacher Education (SBTE)
regulates the implementation process of TSF recommendations (Buropean
Commission, 2020b). One of Scotland’s founding documents in the field of teacher
training was published in 2001 titled Teaching Profession for the 21st Century,
which recommends that teachers attend training for 35 hours in one year (United

Kingdom Web Archive, 2001) through programs organised by local communities,
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their collaborating associations, schools, and universities (The General Teaching
Council for Scotland, 2020a).

5.1 Initial Teacher Education and SEN Teacher Training

Initial teacher education in Scotland is organised through a four-year undergraduate
combined program in which students can choose an advanced education module

and a specialisation module for inclusive practice (University of Stirling, 2020).

The lifelong learning and professional development of teachers in Scotland are
regulated by law. All institutions perceive teacher professional development to be
necessary for the intensive transformation of the educational process and almost

compare its importance with the importance of initial teacher education.

Education in Scotland is highly inclusive . This statement is confirmed by the fact
that teacher training on inclusion is implemented through initial teacher education
where, as part of four-year undergraduate teacher studies, there are compulsory

courses and entire modules, whose content is inclusive education.

Teachers are trained through accredited courses and workshops, lectures, seminars,
self-evaluation, action and research learning, school visits, collaborative learning,
participation in working groups, planning and implementation of interdisciplinary
learning, experiential learning, reading and self-education, online learning,
professional conferences, problem activities, discussions and group learning, case
studies, videoconferences by leading experts, and documentaries. Teachers also
improve their competences by writing review papers and professional papers and
conducting scientific research. One of the specific forms of teacher training is
modular learning with a badge that involves logbook keeping (The General Teaching
Council for Scotland, 2020c).

The formal type of teacher professional development includes acquiring a
postgraduate certificate after 12 months of in-service training, acquiting a
postgraduate diploma after 24 months of in-service training, and acquiring a master’s
degree after 36 months of in-service training. The content of these programs
prepares teachers to work with students with SEN (inclusive pedagogy, dyslexia,
autism, visual impairment, hearing impairment) (University of Aberdeen, 2020).
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The specificity of the Scottish teacher professional development system is the
existence of the governmental organisation The General Teaching Council for
Scotland (GTCS), which creates and edits the teacher register in Scotland, defines
professional standards for all teachers, defines accreditation programs in initial
teacher education and teacher professional development, advises the Scottish
Government in the field of education, and maintains the quality of the teaching
profession in Scotland through rigorous regulatory processes. This type of
organisation that focuses on the quality of the teaching profession and teacher
competences is necessary in every modern country (The General Teaching Council
for Scotland, 2020c).

5.2 SEN Teacher Training Programs

SEN teacher training programs in Scotland are implemented through numerous
teaching methods and forms of teaching. All teachers registered in GTCS are
required to attend in-service training regularly based on an annual training plan and
to keep records with material evidence. GTCS has created a series of measures that
enable teachers, schools, and local communities to obtain formal recognition and
awards, which encourages teachers to attend in-service training programs
intensively, and also encourages universities, schools, associations, non-
governmental organisations, and local communities to create quality teacher training

programs (The General Teaching Council for Scotland, 2020c).

Professional development programs leading to formal certification include
programs, where teachers can obtain a postgraduate diploma, postgraduate
certificate (90 ECTS credits), or a master’s degree (180 ECTS credits). The programs
are combined with workshops, lectures, seminars, problem-based learning activities,
discussions, and group learning (Moray House School of Education and Sport, 2020;
University of Aberdeen, 2020).

As part of the Education Scotland government agency, the National Improvement
Hub enables school staff to improve their skills and student learning outcomes by
offering self-evaluation frameworks, resources for research, teaching, evaluation,
examples from practice, and support through online learning. The form of specific
training offered by this organisation is modular learning with a badge that includes
logbook keeping, which can be helpful for a school employee during employment
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and professional advancement, validation of the training process by GTCS, and
professional discussion (Education Scotland, 2020).

6 Conclusion

This paper presents examples of good practice regarding teacher professional
development in special educational needs. The paper emphasises the differentiation
of the educational systems in four European countries and presents an analysis of
the systems and teacher professional development programs for working with

students with SEN, focusing on their positive characteristics.

The Table 1 compares the systems and programs for SEN teacher training in the four

countries analysed.

Table 1: Comparison of elements of SEN teacher training systems and programs in France,

Germany, Denmark, and Scotland

Elements of the
teacher training
system

France

Germany

Denmark

Scotland

- possible formal
teacher training for
working in
inclusive education

- possible different
types of additional
training organised
by governmental
and non-

- vertically
organised state and
local school
authority

— highlighting
jurisdiction of each

school authority

- certain federal

- parallel and
vertical formal
teacher training
after initial teacher
education

- possible different
types of additional
training organised
by governmental

- vertical formal
teacher training
after initial teacher
education

- possible different
types of additional
training organised
by governmental
and non-

Organisation of  |[governmental states also have and non- governmental
the system institutions and vertical formal governmental institutions and
organisations teacher training institutions and organisations
organisations
- possible different
types of additional
training organised
by governmental
and non-
governmental
institutions and
organisations
- centralisation of |- decentralisation off- centralisation of |- centralisation of
legal regulations  [legal regulations  [legal regulations  |legal regulations
Legislati (only minor (central state laws  |(only minor
egislation

decisions under
local government

regulation)

provide only
frameworks for

decisions under
local government

teacher training)

regulation)

- the teacher agrees
with the school
principal on an
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Elements of the

teacher training |France Germany Denmark Scotland
system
individual training
- additional - additional plan based on the
legislation for legislative state legal
teacher training for [recommendations framework

inclusive education

(ASH)

for teacher training
for inclusive
education

- from 105 to 400 |- from 1 semestet |- 6 modules — total |- from 12 months
hours to 6 semesters; of 60 ECTS credits |{to 36 months;
from 6 months to 3 from 90 ECTS
Duration years; credits to 180
from 15 ECTS ECTS credits
credits to 90 ECTS
credits
- cognitive - didactics and - planning and - basics of inclusive
impairment; poor [inclusion; social  |[implementation of |[pedagogy; basics of
spatial and framework of inclusive initiatives; [research in inclusive
temporal inclusion; basics of |[development of  |pedagogy;
awareness; inclusive pedagogy; inclusive culture;  |audiology and
difficulties in oral [inclusion in the pedagogical audiometry;
and written context of quality |knowledge and foundations of
expression; motor |and school research; international child
skill disorders; pedagogical protection;
perception and practice; social and |issues and strategies
attention deficits; cognitive for assessment,
social developmental teaching, and
communication disorders; learning (visual
disorder, autonomy social and scientific impairment);
disorder; hearing theoretical language and
impairment; visual foundations; communication;
Content impairment; autism theoretical, inclusion of
spectrum disorder; institutional, and  |children with
learning; brain special pedagogical |hearing impairment;
development; perspective on specific learning
specific learning special education  |difficulties: dyslexia
disorders;
pedagogical
implications of
cognitive theories;
neuropsychology;
occupational
therapy;
assessment; tools
%0 for developing a
£ collaborative
.g network
B é’ - frontal form of |- lectures; seminars;|- combination of |- combination of
E s teaching; practical [independent lectures, seminars, |[workshops,
9 PTeaching |classes (working  [learning; tests and project work  [lectures, (group)
12 8/methods with students with through classes seminars, problem-
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Elements of the

teacher training |France Germany Denmark Scotland

system
SEN); reflective conducted at a based learning,
teaching; school, online discussions, group
presentation of classes, or learning,
documentation; independent work |collaborative
teachet’s reflection at home research, group
on their role in [projects

inclusive education
and methodological
and methodical
knowledge in the
field of inclusive
cducation; writing
article abstracts;
writing case studies;
document analysis;
writing critical
reviews

Firstly, the authors noticed an explicit and elaborate legal framework based on which
the entire system is built. Framework decisions are stipulated at the national level,
whereas specific legal regulations and implementation of local and national decisions

are regulated through supervisory bodies at the local level.

Furthermore, it is important to emphasise the strong potential of initial education in
teacher training on SEN in all countries analysed. This potential is realised through
compulsory and elective courses but also through possible specialisation.

Moreover, heterogeneity of content, types, program holders, platforms, lecturers,
teaching methods, and forms of teaching were observed in all analysed countries.
Such a multidimensional approach considers the interests and potential of all

teachers trained to work with students with SEN.

Likewise, in the analysed countries teachers receive certificates and diplomas at the
end of the training program, which is very useful for employment or professional
advancement. Formal certification is enabled thanks to the high level of structure

and fluidity of the in-service training systems in the analysed countries.
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In comparing the SEN teacher professional development systems in the four
analysed countries (France, Germany, Denmark, Scotland) with the Croatian system,
one notices a visible difference in the potential of initial education, structured in-
service teacher training systems, training certification, variety of methods, and

program holders of such forms of training.

Vukeli¢, Zovko, and Vlah (2020) point out that the initial education study programs
attended by future lower and upper elementary school teachers offer a very small
number of compulsory and elective courses and modules dealing with students with
SEN and students with ADHD. Initial teacher education does not include a form of
SEN teacher specialisation.

Furthermore, teacher training programs for graduate teachers in all fields, including
the field of SEN education, are organised by the Croatian Education and Teacher
Training Agency and the Ministry of Science and Education, which represent a
strong centralisation of professional development activities. Such training programs
usually last one day and do not result in formal certification that would have positive
repercussions on the employment or promotion of teachers. For example, Croatia
offers no teacher specialisation program for working in an inclusive environment, as
provided by the CAPPEI in France, academic, graduate, and master’s teacher
training levels in Denmark, or advanced studies in Germany. It is the structured
system in the analysed countries that enables high-quality SEN teacher training, as

well as formal certification.

What needs to be emphasised is the poor utilisation of the potential of universities
in in-service teacher training. In almost all four countries analysed, universities are
the holders of teacher training, since they are the holders of the latest scientific
knowledge that needs to be conveyed to the teaching community. Greater
involvement of universities in the organisation of teacher training programs would
raise the heterogeneity of platforms, programs, content, forms of teaching, and

teaching methods.

Given the above, it is proposed that the conclusions on teacher professional
development in the four analysed countries are implemented in the SEN teacher
training system in the Republic of Croatia, considering the contextual factors.

Indeed, the importance of initial education should not be neglected in training
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teachers for working with students with SEN, which is a segment the analysed

countries utilise very well.
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1 Introduction

Counsellors are undoubtedly an important and inseparable part of the school system
(Bezi¢, 2008; Gregorci¢ Mrvar & garic’, 2018; Vogrinc & Krek, 2012), which, owing
to the interdisciplinary nature of the work, requires the integration of various
professional profiles (Gregor¢i¢ Mrvar & Sari¢, 2018).

In today’s primary school, the work of a counsellor can be performed by
psychologists, counsellors, social workers, social educators, and special educators in
accordance with Article 67 of the Organisation and Financing of Education Act
(1996). Beside the aforementioned law, the profile of counsellors in primary school
is also defined by the Rules on the education of teachers and other professionals in the educational
programme of the primary school (2011). In addition to the already mentioned profiles,
also master professors of special and rehabilitation pedagogy, and masters of

supervision and inclusion pedagogy profiles are included.

All professional profiles in the counselling service are equal, and cooperation among
them is important, as each contributes with their expertise to a successful project of

assistance and/or cooperation (Programme Guidelines, 2008).

This paper focuses on the area of cooperation between a special counsellor and
school management. The authors were interested in special counsellors’ opinions on
cooperation with the school management with regard to the tasks defined in the
Programme Guidelines (2008). As the number of students with special needs
increases in our primary schools, special counsellors not only perform counselling

work, but also render additional professional assistance.

As part of the study, the authors directed their attention to the differences between
special counsellors who are employed as counsellors, and those who are employed

as teachers of additional professional assistance (hereinafter the additional teachers).
2 Defining the Counselling Service and Its Tasks
The formal framework for the work of the school counselling service is the

Organisation and Financing of Education Act (1996) and the basic conceptual

document, on which school counselling work is based in Slovenia, is the Program
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Guidelines for Primary School Counselling Service (Program Guidelines) (2008),
which are separately designed for each subsystem (kindergarten, primary and
secondary school, and student dormitory). The general starting points set out in the
first part of the Programme Guidelines are the same for all subsystems and define
the objectives and purpose of the counselling service, as well as the basic principles
and the types and ateas of activity. The second part of the guidelines for the
counselling service in primary schools (Programme Guidelines, 2008) deals with the
areas of work of the counselling service and its basic tasks. Counsellors choose

priority areas of work and form an annual work plan based on them.

According to the Program Guidelines (2008), the basic educational goal of the
school, and thus the basic goal of the counselling service, is to provide opportunities
for a child’s optimal development. Therefore, according to Resman (1999),
counsellors are the ones who help students in their growth, school, and personal
development, and who create opportunities for a productive lifestyle. They are the
key actors who help children and adults (teachers and parents) to resolve various
situations related to relationships, learning, and educational issues (Gregorci¢ Mrvar
et al., 2020b).

The basic purpose of the counselling service is to use its expertise to aid all
participants in the educational process in order to help them to be successful in
achieving their educational goals. Owing to the nature of the work, and the complex
connection between pedagogical, psychological, and social issues, the work of the
school counselling service is interdisciplinary and requires the participation of

counsellors with various professional profiles (Programme Guidelines, 2008).

The basic functions of the school counselling service, set out in the Program
Guidelines (2008), are counselling, consultation, and coordination. Its core activities
focus on relief activities, including development and prevention, as well as planning

and evaluation activities.

Through these basic tasks, the counselling service cooperates with all participants in
the educational process in the fields of learning and teaching, school culture,
education, climate and discipline, physical, personal and social development,
schooling and vocational guidance, and in the field of socio-economic hardship

(Programme Guidelines, 2008).
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The same guidelines apply to all profiles of counsellors, but their work differs
considerably from one profile to another, as each profile involves problem solving
according to specific expertise. Thus, the special counsellor offers help to students
mainly from the special-pedagogical point of view.

3 The Special Educator as a Counsellor

Kavkler and Tancing (2000) state that a special educator can participate as a
counsellor in all activities of the basic school counselling service and is most effective

in activities related to the organisation of the lives of children with special needs.

As part of their support activities, they advise children with special needs on the
choice of methods, approaches, and learning aids that could enable the children to
learn more successfully. The special educator also advises teachers on forms of work,
aids, and professional literature for the more effective teaching of children with
special needs and participates in the development of individualised programs. They
work with parents to find effective learning organisation and planning strategies,
learning techniques, and appropriate learning aids. They prepare classes for parents
and teachers, and coordinate work among all those actively involved in the care of
children with special needs (Kavkler & Tancing, 2000).

In development and prevention activities, the task of the special educator is to
analyse the current situation regarding the integration of children with special needs

to help plan changes and improvements in this area (Kavkler & Tancing, 2000).

The special educator also actively participates in the activities of planning and

evaluating the education of children with special needs (Kavkler & Tancing, 2000).

Next, the areas of activity for the tasks of a special educator and counsellor, which

are intertwined with the tasks of the school management, will be examined.
4 Intertwining of Counselling Service Tasks and School Management
The school consists of four main subsystems, including the counselling service,

which, as a distinct minority, has no formal power (Becaj, 1999). However, despite

being professionally autonomous in its work, it is nevertheless subject to the control
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of the school management, which is supposed to supervise the fulfilment of the
tasks defined in the Guidelines (Chata & Loesch, 2007; as cited in Vrs$nik Perse,
2008). The position, role, and program of the counselling service largely depend on
the expectations of the management, its way of running the school, the vision of the
school, and the management’s understanding of the role of the counselling service
(Gregorcic Mrvar et al., 2020a).

Gregorci¢ Mrvar et al. (2021) reveal that research conducted so far shows that the
cooperation of the school counselling service with various actors in the educational

process is good.

The Program Guidelines (2008) identify key areas and the related tasks of the
counselling service. The tasks that include cooperation between the counselling
service and the school management are presented below!. Special emphasis is placed

on the tasks of a special educator.

In the field of school culture, education, and climate and discipline, the task of the
school counselling service is to provide the conditions to shape an appropriate
culture and climate at the school, to actively participate in the shaping of school
order, and in planning and implementing teacher education with modern

educational/disciplinary approaches (Programme Guidelines, 2008).

Regarding physical, personal and social development, the task of the school
counselling service is primarily to plan, organise, and carry out teacher training in
cooperation with the management (Programme Guidelines, 2008). Kavkler and
Tancing (2000) see the special educator’s role in this field as being mainly in
cooperation with the school management to shape the policy of including children

with special needs in everyday life.

In the field of schooling, counsellors mainly work with management to form the
school’s annual work plan (Programme Guidelines, 2008), which also determines the
work of the school counselling service, the school’s integration activities,
cooperation with parents, teacher education, and cooperation with external research

institutions and counselling centres (Basic School Act, 1996). All these areas are

!'The results of the analysis of the cooperation between the special educator and school management in the field of
learning and teaching are not presented in this paper.



318 PERSPECTIVES ON TEACHER EDUCATION AND DEVELOPMENT

crucial for creating a supportive environment for children with special needs,

therefore the involvement of special educators in their shaping is essential.

As part of vocational guidance, the school counselling service, together with the
management, coordinates vocational guidance activities, plans teacher training in the
field of vocational education, and creates a space with information for planning
educational and career paths (Programme Guidelines, 2008). In vocational guidance,
special educators are those who, in cooperation with the management, ensure that
all activities related to this area are also adapted to the special needs of students.
Their job is to provide students with tailored instruments, counselling techniques,
materials, and training programs, as Zunker (2012, as cited in Medi¢, 2015) stated
that the goal of career counselling for children with special needs is to make the most

of their potential.

In the field of socio-economic distress, the school counselling service cooperates
with the management in shaping programs to help students with learning difficulties
in challenging socio-economic conditions. They are actively involved in projects to
find and provide maximum support for continuing education to students from
socially disadvantaged and deprived families and to help develop plans to solve
financial problems, and so on (Programme Guidelines, 2008).

5 Empirical Study
5.1 Purpose of the Study

The theoretical part of this study presents the areas of operation and the intertwining
of school management tasks and the counselling service in general, as the
Programme Guidelines define the tasks regardless of the professional profile of the
counsellor. The authors have highlighted the areas of cooperation with the
management, which, because of their professional qualifications, would be most
casily performed by special educators. The aim of the study was to uncover the areas
of cooperation, as defined by the Program Guidelines (2008), where special

educators work with management, and how they evaluate this cooperation.
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5.2 Research Method

The authors used a qualitative approach characterised by focusing on smaller parts
of education, and this was tied to smaller groups and individuals (Sagadin, 2001). A
descriptive method of pedagogical research was used, more specifically, a case study.
Cooperation between the school management and the special educators was

monitored using semi-structured interviews.
5.3 Research Sample

The sample was chosen purposively. Four special educators from four primary
schools in different regions were chosen. Regions included the Drava Region
(Podravska), the Lower Sava Region (Posavska), the Central Slovenia Region
(Osrednjeslovenska), and the Carinthia Region (Koroska). The schools that were
selected enrol between 298 and 906 students. The authors chose everyday cases that,
owing to their averageness, represent the situation studied (Vogrinc, 2008). The
respondents were special educators, professors of special and rehabilitation
pedagogy, and professors of defectology, who perform counselling work in schools
and/or cover the implementation of additional teachers (hetreinafter the term

“special educator” will be used for all profiles).

In the third and fourth primary schools, the special educators also worked as
counsellors besides being additional teachers. The special educators at the first and
second primary schools were employed as additional teachers, who, because of the
nature of their work and the needs of everyday life, were actively involved in the
implementation of counselling services, especially in the areas of working with

students with learning difficulties and special needs.

Besides the special educator, the counselling service team at the first primary school
also included a psychologist and a social counsellor. At the second primary school,
the special educator also had a psychologist and educator in the team. Besides the
special educator, the team at the third primary school consisted of another special
educator and two social counsellors (one employed part-time). The fourth primary
school had a special educator in the team, as well as another special educator

(counselling work and additional teacher) and an educator only performing



320 PERSPECTIVES ON TEACHER EDUCATION AND DEVELOPMENT

counselling. Counselling at this school was distributed among all members of the
active professional staff.

5.4 Data Collection and Processing Procedures

In the current study, the authors wanted to take a more an in-depth look at the
subject, therefore, a qualitative approach was used. To conduct the semi-structured
interviews, a protocol containing ten sets of content was prepared, which consisted
of open-ended questions. The introductory set of questions referred to the basic
data of the research sample (number of students at the school, education,

composition of the counselling service).

In the second part, the authors were interested in how the special educators assess
cooperation with the school management (obstacles and initiatives for cooperation,
management support, autonomy of action). In the third part, the authors were
interested in how important the special educators find their work or how they assess
it. The fourth set of questions referred to the cooperation between special educators
and the school management in the field of learning and teaching, while the fifth

focused on the field of school culture, education, climate, and order.

The sixth set of questions referred to the cooperation between special educators and
the school management in the field of physical, personal, and social development,
the seventh referred to the cooperation between special educators and the school
management in the field of schooling, while the eighth referred to the cooperation
between special educators and management in the field of vocational guidance, and
the ninth referred to the cooperation between special educators and management in
the field of tackling socio-economic hardships. In the tenth set, the authors were
interested in which areas of work special educators feel most competent and in
which they feel the greatest deficit, in accordance with the Program Guidelines
(2008).

Before starting the study, a research plan had been designed. With the help of the
analysis of the Program Guidelines (2008), the authors defined the areas of
cooperation between management and special educators and formulated questions

based on them.
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The study was conducted in December 2019. The survey was followed by the
preparation of transcripts. Based on the definition of the problem and areas of
cooperation between the special educator and the school management, as well as on
the literature review, a list of codes was prepared before starting, and a deductive
approach was used with regard to the analysis of the data (Vogrinc, 2008), in which

the presence of certain codes was presented.
5.5 Results and Discussion

All surveyed special educators worked in a team consisting of various profiles of
counsellors. Special educators at the first and second primary schools performed the
work of additional teachers, and special educators at the third and fourth primary
schools, besides the additional teaching hours, also performed the work of a

counsellor.

Given the answers it was clear that special educators who are not employed as
counsellors are also actively involved in the work of the counselling service. Namely,
their active involvement has a positive effect on the creation of an inclusive climate,

and thus on the optimal development of children with special needs.
5.5.1 Cooperation of the Special Educator with School Management

The surveyed special educators assessed their cooperation with the school
management as good and correct. One special educator assessed their cooperation
with the management as very good, and they pointed out that their cooperation was

regular and effective.

The initiative for cooperation usually comes from special educators — the counselling
service. A special educator from the second primary school mentioned that the

initiative depends on the contents of the problem or task.

In a survey conducted by Gregorci¢ Mrvar and Sari¢ (2018), counsellors assessed

their cooperation with management as good.
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Three special educators did not perceive obstacles for cooperation, one stated that
obstacles occasionally appear as a result of the school management not knowing the
professional field. Nevertheless, all involved special educators receive support from
the school management, which listens to the proposals of the school counselling
service, takes them into account, and supports them in front of other professional
associates of the school. Also, most of them were satisfied with the possibility of
participating in school activities. The answers of the third special educator implied
that she was increasingly approached by teachers with requests for help in adapting

materials and assessments of knowledge for students with special needs.

As one of the most important tasks of the school counselling service performed by
special educators, the surveyed professionals included care for the optimal
development of children with special needs, detection of, and assistance to, students
with learning difficulties, diagnosing children with special needs, and cooperation

and counselling for parents and teachers.

5.5.2 Cooperation Between the Special Educator and Management in
School Culture, Education, Climate, and Order

In terms of educational importance (Blazi¢ et al., 2003) school ranks immediately
after the family, so it is understandable that all surveyed special educators are actively
involved in education at their schools. They pointed out that in all schools an
educational plan group has been formed for preparing this scheme, and everyone,

including teachers, participates in its formation by submitting proposals.

All special educators also participate in deciding on educational measures. Special
educators, who are not employed as counsellors, participate in deciding on
educational measures only with regard to students for whom they provide additional

teaching,.

At the first and second primary schools, the special educators pointed out that in
cooperation with the management they ensure an appropriate culture and climate at
the school, mainly through acting preventively by conducting various workshops.
Proposals for the education content made by the entire team are submitted to

counsellors, who then submit them to the management.
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When discussing the planning and implementation of professional education in this
tield, special educators, who also perform counselling work, cooperate more actively
with the management. In cooperation with the school principal, they seek relevant
training courses and make suggestions to the management. Like their colleagues,
they also prepare internal training courses for teachers to get acquainted with social
games and other preventive activities, which can be used to establish a good

classroom climate.

At the fourth primary school, the special educator pointed out that in cooperation
with teachers and management, they had created new forms of educational activities
and consequences for violating the rules from first to fourth grade, thus
supplementing or changing the rules of the school. As members of the counselling
team, special educators at the second and third primary school also participated in

the formation of school rules.

5.5.3 Cooperation Between the Special Educator and School Management
in Physical, Personal, and Social Development

The experiences of special educators in this field also vary. The first special educator
did not participate in the planning and implementation of professional training in
this field. However, another special educator, with the approval of school
management, conducts a lecture or workshop at least once a year, which is related
to specific learning difficulties and their consequences for students. In cooperation
with other members of the counselling service and the management, they discuss
students with special needs and their specialties and strengths with the entire
teaching staff every August, who make suggestions for adjustments and the effective

implementation of the educational process.

The third and fourth special educators in this field actively cooperate with
management in the planning and implementation of training courses. These sessions
then go ahead both in the context of annual planning, and in the planning of lectures
that need to be conducted owing to the problems that are faced during the school

year.
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The fourth special educator also said that she joined the management in training that
year, wherein she became even more familiar with this topic, and now she will be
able to bring this field closer to other employees. The counsellors prepare one
training session or workshop on this topic At least once a year. In collaboration with
other counsellors, they prepared a manual for classroom hours, which is of great
help to teachers in planning classroom lessons that serve as prevention, as well as

having a curative effect.

5.5.4 Cooperation between the Special Educator and the School
Management in the Field of Schooling

Most special educators are actively involved in the preparation of the school’s annual
work plan; only the special educator at the first primary school does not participate
directly (only by submitting proposals within the staff team), as this is the
responsibility of a counsellor-psychologist.

At the second primary school, the special educator submits her proposals for the
education plan to the management, as part of the formation of the annual work plan,

and actively participates in the self-evaluation plan.

At the third and fourth primary schools, the special educators cooperate with the
management by preparing contents for the operation of the school counselling
service in cooperation with other members of the staff, which is determined by the
Basic School Act (1996) as a mandatory part of the school’s annual work plan.
Subsequently, the annual work plan of the counselling service is coordinated with
the management. They are often involved in other areas as well, i.e., teacher training,
the school fund, children with special needs and learning difficulties, cooperation

with parents, and so on.

The third special educator also indicated cooperation with the management in the

retraining of students.
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5.5.5 Cooperation Between the Special Educator and School Management

in Vocational Guidance

From the given answers the authors learned that the surveyed special educators
mostly do not lead vocational guidance in schools, as this task is performed by other

professionals.

Another special educator pointed out that she does not carry out vocational guidance
directly but is active in vocational counselling for students with special needs and

their parents, on which she reports only to management.

Only at the third primary school does a special educator lead the field of vocational
guidance independently. She coordinates the work in this area with the principal and
reports to him.

5.5.6 Cooperation Between the Special Educator and School Management
in Tackling Socio-Economic Hardships

The field of socio-economic hardships at the first primary school is covered by a
psychologist. Depending on the situation, and if the student who attends additional
teaching classes needs help, the special educator turns to a psychologist, who then

looks for solutions in cooperation with the management and others involved.

The special educator at the second primary school pointed out that the nature of her
work enables her to gain a detailed insight into the child’s possible distress in the
school or home environment. She first informs the school counsellor and, if
necessary, the school management about these observations, and contributes to the
solution with proposals in which she also includes the child’s wishes and opinion.
She also pointed out that the management regularly encourages all employees to
identify potential student problems and to inform the counselling service in a timely

manner.

The third special educator said that this area falls entirely within her work
obligations. She addresses all problems in cooperation with the school management.

She also cooperates with the management in the allocation of subsidies by the school
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fund and in a framework of cooperation with the Social Services. In more complex

cases or problems, the management is also present at meetings with parents.

At the fourth primary school, the special educator stated that, in agreement with the
management, she regulates matters in this field for students from first to fourth
grade. She independently conducts interviews with parents, assists in writing
applications for subsidies, participates in the organisation and coordination of
additional assistance to students, proposes inclusion in various summer camps, and
cooperates with the Social Services. She reports only to the management on all
matters. In more demanding cases, the management is also involved in problem

solving.

Solving socio-economic hardships depends on the nature of the problem, the scope
of the school counselling service, and the representation of profiles in it, as well as

the division of work within the school counselling service.
5.5.7 The Special Educator’s Competence and Autonomy in Defined Tasks

All the special educators involved in the study included working with students with
special needs among their main tasks, and therefore evaluated their work as
important for the functioning of the educational process, as they play a crucial role
in establishing an inclusive environment. All of them also highlighted the connecting
role of the special educator, as they represent a bridging link between the student,

and the parents and teachers.

The special educator at the second primary school highlighted their role in
preventive action and in ensuring equal opportunities for all students, regardless of
their needs. She emphasised the need to reorganise the work of special educators,
which should be ‘shifted to the class’, where they would be actively involved in direct
work in the class and use their expertise to actively contribute to establishing a

stimulating learning environment for all.

The fourth special educator said that she sees the counselling service as a connecting

link between all participants in the educational process.
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The special educators who work as additional teachers pointed out that they are
tamiliar with the Programme Guidelines for the counselling service in primary school, but their
main guideline is provided by the nature of the work they primarily carry out, and
most of all by the Tustructions for educational programs with adapted implementation and
additional professional assistance for a nine-year primary schoo!” (2003). Nevertheless, both of
them believed that they had extensive knowledge in the field of learning and teaching
and, of course, all areas related to working with children with learning difficulties
and special needs. They felt the biggest deficit in working with parents and solving
socio-economic hardships, and they would like additional training in this field.

The special educators, who work as counsellors, pointed out that they feel the
greatest deficit in solving socio-economic hardships, and the special educator from
the fourth primary school also pointed out the field of vocational guidance, which

is not one of her duties.

All special educators in the survey were of the opinion that they could be
p y P y
professionally autonomous in their work, and that the school management trusts

them and accepts their professional proposals.
5.6 Conclusion

Over the years, all counsellors have become an indispensable part of the educational
process (Privosnik & Urbanc, 2009). In order to be successful at their jobs, it is vital
to work in an interdisciplinary way, which manifests as cooperation between various
professional profiles of counsellors. Their collaboration with other professionals and
management is crucial for the successful running of the counselling service as a
whole (Programme Guidelines, 2008). The same can be concluded from our study,
as all involved special educators are members of a team of counsellors, who
successfully solve the problems of everyday educational life and cooperate with the

management.

From what was said, one can deduce that the surveyed special educators are actively
involved in the complex work of the school counselling service. This connects
pedagogical, psychological, and social issues, and is carried out through assistance,
and development and prevention activities, as well as planning and evaluation

activities (Programme Guidelines, 2008).
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The authors noticed differences between the special educators who were employed
only as additional teachers, and those who also performed the work of the
counselling service. This is a logical consequence of the fact that they perform
different tasks in accordance with the workplace, and that the general starting point
and basis for counselling work services are the Program Guidelines (2008).
However, the basis for the work of additional teachers are the Instructions for
educational programmes with adapted implementation and additional professional assistance for a

nine-year primary school (2003).

In the field of school culture, education, and climate and otrder, there is also the
preparation of an educational plan, and all professionals are included in it, in all
schools. The differences between special educators arise in terms of participation in
the imposition of educational measures, as additional teachers participate in this
procedure only if there is a student involved to whom they offer their assistance
within their additional teaching hours. There are also noticeable differences in the
planning of professional education with special educator-counsellors actively

cooperating with the management.

Also, in the field of physical, personal, and social development, special educators —
counsellors and management — actively participate in the planning of education,

while special educators — additional teachers — do not participate in it.

Special educators — counsellors have a more visible role in creating the annual work
plan of the school, since they have to prepare the operational contents for the school
counselling service. Special educators — additional teachers only participate in

planning through the team or special assignments (self-evaluation).

Vocational orientation is independently led by only one special educator —
counsellor, as another professional associate is in charge of this area at the fourth
primary school. At the second primary school, a special educator — additional teacher
leads vocational guidance for children with special needs, as she knows them

extremely well, due to the nature of her work.

Special educators — additional teachers in the field of socio-economic hardships

cooperate with the management regarding students to whom they offer assistance.
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The interviews imply that the special educators — counsellors are trained to perform
the duties of the counselling service, and they feel autonomous and professional in
their work. Special educators who perform additional teaching are also actively
involved in the work of the counselling service, but mostly in connection with
students with learning difficulties and special needs, thus actively contributing to a

positive school climate.

The authors found that special educators can be professionally autonomous in their
work and that they enjoy the support of the management. All special educators felt
working in a team of counsellors was an advantage, since they could perfectly

complement each other in an interdisciplinary way.
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environment, activity systems, visually structured tasks, and
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children with special needs, included in the special needs
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1 Introduction

»

“There is nothing so unequal as the equal treatment of unequals.

Aristotle

Children with special needs (also) strive to be successful, but their environment is
often inadvertently designed to prevent them from making optimal progress.
Through adaptations and encouragement, it is possible to ensure that children with
special needs remain successful (Sousa, 2007). Children with special needs are
therefore included in appropriate educational programs and are provided with
appropriate assistance (Placement of Children with Special Needs Act, n. d.). Among
other things, the Centre for Hearing and Speech Maribor implements an adapted
education program for preschool children, which includes listening and speech
rehabilitation and the upbringing, care, and education of deaf and hard of hearing
children, children with speech and language disorders, and children with autism
spectrum disorders (Centre for Hearing and Speech Matibor, n. d.).

Structure, which is an important element of effective teaching (Mesibov & Shea,
2008), is adapted to the needs of children. As part of structured teaching, it is
necessary to propetly physically arrange the space, introduce visually structured tasks

and systems of activities, and to structure time.

The purpose of the study, conducted in the section of the adapted educational
program for preschool children, was to determine the impact of the introduction of
structure (elements of the TEACCH system) on five key areas of children’s
functioning — adaptability, expressing anxiety, development of social skills,

communication, and independence of children with different types and levels of

deficits, obstacles or disorders.
2 Structured Teaching According to the TEACCH Method

A structured life and environment are especially important for children with autism
spectrum disorders, as it helps them learn and prevents problematic behaviours. The
amount and type of structure the child needs depend on the child. It is imperative
that we gradually reduce the need for structuring, as the long-term goal is to increase
the child’s flexibility (Whitaker, 2018).
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The importance of structuring:

— Language problems make it impossible for a child to understand what is
expected of them. It is easier to convey a message to the child if we do not
rely solely on the spoken word. In this way, we also contribute to the child’s
independence.

— A lack of understanding people’s feelings, their intentions and motives,
makes prediction impossible. Structuring (routines and lists) reduces worries
and frustrations that result from dealing with people.

— Understanding and anticipating what will happen and in what order is of
great concern. Children with autism spectrum disorders have problems with
sense of time, sequence, and representation.

— Structuredness (and consequently predictability) helps to reduce the child’s
fear, which can reduce their need for routines, rituals and obsessions.

Ensuring structuring satisfies the need for sameness (Whitaker, 2018).

In the TEACCH method (Treatment and Education of Autistic and related
Communication-handicapped Children) it is essential that the requirements are
adapted to the children and the given situation. It is crucial that the child knows
exactly what the task is and what follows when they complete it. It is important that

the child has an activity schedule and that the tasks are presented visually (Hannah,
2009).

Structured teaching according to the TEACCH method has two equivalent goals,
namely, to teach the child as many skills as possible, according to his or her
developmental abilities, and to provide an understandable environment through
which the child can understand the expectations of the environment. This approach
is also an educational technique and method of organizing a stimulating environment
(Mesibov & Shea, 2008). It is characterized by reducing fear and, at the same time,
improving motivation, attention and independence (dependence on the adult is
reduced). It is especially helpful for children who are disorganised, inattentive, or
dissatisfied, as well as if we want to teach them to complete one or more tasks on
their own, or to acquire new skills when they do not (yet) understand what we require
of them (Hannah, 2009).
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This method of structured teaching is suitable for long-life use at home, school,
kindergarten, work, and recreational activities anywhere and anytime, for people of
different ages and developmental abilities (Mesibov & Shea, 2008). The participation
of professionals in educational institutions with families and vice versa, the up-to-
date exchange of information, and monitoring children’s functioning are important
(Mesibov & Shea, 2008).

2.1 The Physical Arrangement of Space

Factors that prevent a child from functioning propetly need to be identified —
sometimes the environment can be regulated to avoid them. Even quiet music can
mask the noise of cars at night and allow a child to sleep peacefully (Whitaker, 2018).
By structuring the environment, one strives to achieve a reduction in distractions
and confusion that prevent the child from understanding what is required of them;
removing triggers or temptations that could cause difficult behaviour; providing
ongoing visual instructions and reminders to facilitate the understanding of
requirements (Whitaker, 2018). Physical structure and organization allow the
classroom/playroom to be clear, interesting, and manageable (Mesibov & Howley,
2003).

Figurel: Corner for exercising the speech apparatus
Source: own.
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Figure 2: Marked toy storage areas
Source: own.

By providing the appropriate structure, some of the child’s essential problems are
addressed effectively and directly. The requirements for the child’s comprehension
and use of language and memory are reduced, and his or her visual abilities are well
utilized (Whitaker, 2018).

Especially for younger children, it is advisable to create a connection between a
particular activity and the space, which in practice means that we create physically
separate spaces for “independent work, group activities, play, personal care and
more” (Whitaker, 2018). The child thus knows exactly what is going on where and
develops the habit of behaving in a particular manner in an environment without the
adult repeating instructions and exercising control (Whitaker, 2018). In playrooms
and classrooms, where separate spaces cannot be provided, one can provide visual
instructions for a specific activity, e.g., for lunch, we use a tablecloth of a different
colour than for activities like painting. Gadgets for activities are always stored in the
same places, in specific boxes, which we only bring out when it is time for that

activity. You can easily cover certain gadgets (like a computer or a TV) with a
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tablecloth when you do not need them. If a child has problems with one of the
utensils intended to reduce his or her fear, then the child might not know or be able
to decide where to go. This reduces the likelihood that the child will dawdle and
disturb others. We can mark the limits of the space that the child can use — stop

them at the line and afterwards reward them for doing so.

Thus, the line becomes a reminder, the child learns to respond because they
remember the reward. It is also important to label lockers and storage spaces with
symbols, pictures or words, which can prevent behavioural problems and contribute
to independence, as the child knows exactly where things are stored or where certain

toys are found (Whitaker, 2018).

Figure 3: An activity system for toilet use
Source: own.

In rooms adapted to the needs of children with autism spectrum disorders, one may
create individual, partitioned workstations for independent work. To arrange a work
corner at home, it is important to position it away from occupied spaces, doors,
windows, and other sources of disturbance — preferably next to an empty wall. If it
is possible to make a barrier (by moving furniture), this is a very good solution,
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otherwise one can use a large cardboard box. If this is not possible, the boundaries
of the work area can be marked with a tablecloth or tape (Whitaker, 2018).

2.2 System of Activities

Tasks need to be physically organized by creating a framework that guides the child
through the task. This strengthens the child’s independence and reduces the need
for help and adult supervision. A set of instructions with photos is important,
especially for tasks that have a certain sequence (cooking, going to the toilet). It is
much easier for a child to tidy up the table if they have separate and marked
containers for cutlery, glasses and plates. Toys can be stored in baskets, placed next
to each other from left to right, and in this order, we teach the child to play with the
toys and then put them away (Whitaker, 2018).

Activity systems complement schedules that state the sequence of activities. This is
an effective way of organizing individual (special) activities. There are several
different ways to individualize activity systems, while their effectiveness varies from
child to child. It is important for the child to figure out what needs to be done,
understand how much needs to be done and in what period, and monitor their
progress. Regardless of the level of ability of children or students, materials must be
clearly marked and arranged (Mesibov & Howley, 2003).

2.3 Visually Structured Activities

Tasks or activities must be supported visually or concretely in order to be clear,
meaningful and understandable. Visual instructions are important to help
understand what is expected of children.Visual organization is needed, because the
child’s attention is sooner redirected when the material is disorganized, while visual
clarity ensures that the child recognizes the most important components and
characteristics of the task (Mesibov et al., 2004).

Tasks without a visual or physical component/support are often unsuccessfully
solved by children with autistic disorders, as such tasks are not important enough
for them; they do not attract their attention (Mesibov et al., 2004).
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Figure 4: Assembling the cubes according to the visual template
Source: own.

Figure 5: A visually structured activity — sorting by colour
Source: own.

2.4 Structuring Time — Routines and Schedules

Physical structure thus helps children understand, where certain activities take place
and what function a particular space has, while visual schedules cover sequences of
events, explain which activity follows, and when and in what sequence (Schopler et
al., 1995), and help the child to function more independently. With such activities
we structure time, enable easier understanding (for visual learners), and strengthen
the feeling of secutity, because children know/see, what activity is taking place and
what follows. With these predictions, visual schedules reduce fear of uncertainty and,
at the same time, motivate children to complete more difficult tasks, as these are
more enjoyable for the children (Berloznik et al., 2014).
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Children with autism spectrum disorders have a great need to know what is
happening in the moment and what follows. They have problems with sequences
and timing. This is often the reason for them repeating the same questions
(Whitaker, 2018). They find it difficult to cope with change and they become upset
at unexpected events. They are anxious when confronted with the unknown and as
such, they find it difficult to organize themselves (Hannah, 2009).

Some children have an extraordinary ability to remember the time of the event, but
do not have a sense of time, so it is important to consider the order and modes of
the activity — the sequence of steps and how to perform the individual steps of the
activity. Desired behaviours and developing independence can also be achieved by

helping the child understand what is happening and anticipate what will happen
(Whitaker, 2018).

Routine is important for children with autism spectrum disorders so that they know
how things are done and in what order (Whitaker, 2018). Basically, routines are
typical events of the day. They are “activities, events, behaviours, repetitive habits”
(Jurisic, 2018). The level of detail and consistency depends on the child. Some need
consistency only in the routines of getting up and going to bed, others need routines
throughout the whole day. It is important that the parent is the one who establishes
the routine, as otherwise it can be very distracting if the child learns the course of
the day and insists on it (Whitaker, 2018).

Routines provide children with “structure and order, predictability and safety”

(Jurisic, 2018), but they also provide good learning opportunities.
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Figure 6: Visual schedule before the morning snack
Source: own.
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Figure 7: Visual schedule from the morning snack until it is time to go home
Source: own.

Whitaker (2018) provides useful guidelines for establishing routines:

It is effective to establish independent routines as soon as possible. Assistance
to children with autism spectrum disorders must be systematically abolished, as
they are very prone to becoming dependent on foreign aid.

The least intrusive stimuli should be used to encourage a certain sequence of
behaviours — visual (gestures) are more desirable than verbal and verbal more
than physical.

When the help is annulled, it is recommended to cancel the last step first (e.g.,
when the child is putting on their trousers, we guide the movements of the hands
and in the end, we let the child pull up the trousers by themself).

Routines create predictability and help the child understand the meaning of the
activity — where things are going and what is essential. Once they are familiar
with all the steps, they can start showing signs of expectation or even take the

initiative for the next step.

Routines help the child to cope more easily with transitions between activities.
If school activities take place in a predictable pattern, children with autism
spectrum disorders perform better. Situations that are a normal part of school
life (asking for help, tidying up at the end of the class, finding your place, etc.)
require special routines.

Through individual activities, a child with autism spectrum disorders is assisted
by their personal routine (despite the fact that the class has a fairly detailed
schedule).

Social stories are useful for explaining the individual steps of a routine.
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Sometimes the visual schedule for routines needs to be changed because we want to
or because circumstances force us to. It is useful if the child prepares for the
possibility of change in time — occasionally changing the order, omitting small steps,

adding changes. This gives us a sense of what challenges await the child and parent
(Whitaker, 2018).

Visual schedules are a method that “allows the child to negotiate and helps them
remember the stimulus, but they are also essential for structuring time” (Whitaker,
2018). Many children with autism spectrum disorders and other disorders do not
understand the concept of time. At the same time, they also have problems in

communication, including understanding verbal instructions and explanations

(Larkey, 2000).

Visual schedules are one of the main methods of the TEACCH approach. They are
very common in classrooms in the United Kingdom. A priority area is addressed,
namely visual skills, to deal with a typical problem area for the child, like anticipating
tuture events (Whitaker, 2018). With schedules, we effectively improve the planning
of activities, and thus the independence of children. Schedules also facilitate

transitions between activities and spaces (Jurisi¢, 2016).

A child who is familiar with their daily routine is more relaxed at school because they
see it (in pictures or words). Schedules are also effective at home, as they give the
day structure, and the child does not feel that the day is going unplanned (Hannah,
2009).

Whitaker (2018) provides guidelines for creating visual schedules:

— When creating visual schedules, we choose a system that the child
understands — pictures, symbols, drawings or printed words.

—  For children who do not respond to images, objects that are directly related
to a particular activity and represent it but are not actual objects from the
activity (e.g., a box of cereal represents lunch time), can be used.

— It is necessary to create a connection between the activity and the picture
(symbol). The child is shown the picture at the beginning of the activity that
even attracts their attention during the activity. Simple and consistent
language is used. Let us define what we do. When a child shows signs of

expectation, we know that they understand the picture (e.g., we show them
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a picture of a park, the child grabs their shoes and a jacket).

—  Because children find it difficult to understand that something is coming to
an end, it is helpful to develop a routine that clearly indicates the end of the
activity. The word “end” should be clearly emphasized, and the child should
be encouraged to put away the accessories and move the picture into the
space (box, envelope) containing completed activities.

—  Once the child understands the choice of symbols, an understanding of the
concept and phrase “first... then...” begins to develop. This is a useful step
when a less popular activity is followed by another, more interesting one for
the child. We choose a fixed place for the schedule, paste two pictures in
order (top-bottom/left-right), help the child to take the first and look at the
second, while explaining the order.

—  Gradually introduce a schedule that includes more time (half a day, all day).
The child should be encouraged to check what is coming and thus become
more independent. This is a very useful strategy, especially if the child is
worried about future events and asks about them.

— Pictures with prizes or favourite activities can be included when the child
understands short schedules. This gives the child the assurance that they
will still be able to engage in their favourite activities, as well as seeing when
this will happen.

— Routine in the use of schedules is important — we introduce the child to the
use of the schedule at the beginning and end of the activity. It is best to start
by using a schedule in the place the child is used to, putting away the picture
of the completed activity and taking the new one that follows. Older
children can use portable schedules (spiral folder, symbols on a ring, etc.).

The schedule helps the child in their organization — in dressing, preparing for school,
in their evening routine. Activity schedules are also effective for weekly tasks
(shopping, going to the library, etc.). It is reassuring for the child to have a weekly
schedule placed in a prominent place and updated regularly. We also teach children
to perform tasks independently with schedules and lists of instructions — the child
must test them accompanied by an adult, as it is important that the child is given

clear, gradual and unambiguous instructions (Hannah, 2009).
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Visual schedules help to develop everyday life skills (Alberto et al., 2005, in Spriggs
et al., 2015), in physical activities (Cannella-Malone et al., 2013, in Spriggs et al.,
2015), behavior regulation (Bryan & Gast, 2000, in Spriggs et al., 2015), vocational
skills (Rouse et al., 2014, in Spriggs et al., 2015), leisure skills (Blum-Diamaya et al.,
in Spriges et al., 2015), and academic skills (Spriggs et al., 2007, in Spriggs et al.,
2015).

Faherty (2000), in Davies (2010), and Cramer et al. (2011) finds that the use of visual

schedules reduces anxiety and increases adaptive abilities.

Lack of control or predictability can lead to problems during transitions, increased
reliance on the adult, and the occurrence of unwanted behaviours (Banda &
Grimmett, 2008, in Spriggs et al., 2015). Dettmer et al. (2000, in Connelly, 2017)
state that children who use visual schedules are less likely to show unwanted
behaviour when we expect something from them. Visual schedules are a strategy

that also prevents unwanted behaviour and especially during transitions.

The use of visual schedules has also been found to be effective in developing
expressive and receptive communication skills, attention, organization, and memory
(Quill, 1995, in Spriggs et al., 2015). The effect of visual schedules is also noticeable
in the development of social skills, which are too often concluded to be
spontaneously teachable. It is paramount to experience the child as an important
member of the community (Ried! et al., 2009, in Cramer et al., 2011).

Visual schedules are thus an essential aspect of a structured environment and are a
common practice in many classrooms for children with special needs, especially
those who have problems with organization, working memory, or changes in routine
(Spriggs et al., 2015). Their main purpose is to prepare the child for the next activity
or step within the activity (Waters et al., 2009 and Van Laahorov et al., 2010, in
Knight et al., 2014). In principle, a less pleasant activity is followed by a desired or
more enjoyable one, which increases the child’s motivation to complete the former
(Rabian, 2005, in Spriggs et al., 2015). They ensure the predictability of planned
activities (Spriggs et al., 2015) and help achieve maximum independence (Duttlinger
et al., 2013, in Spriggs et al., 2015).
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3 Empirical Part
3.1 Purpose

The purpose of the empirical research was to examine the impact of the use of
elements of structured teaching on the functioning of children in an adapted
educatinal program for preschool children. The author was interested in how the
introduction of appropriate physical arrangement of space, activity systems, visually
structured tasks, and schedules affects the flexibility, anxiety, development of social
skills, communication, and independence of children. Our goal is that children with
communication and other problems learn to use the elements of structured teaching,

which help them function on a daily basis.
Objectives:

— Introduction and adoption of the use of elements of structured teaching.

— Exploring the adaptability, anxiety, communication and social skills, and
independence of children before and after mastering the elements of

structured teaching.

The research questions based on the research objectives were as follows:

— Do the children included in the adapted educational program for preschool
children feel calm, safe, and follow the activities — are they flexible?

— Do the children enrolled in an adapted educational preschool program have
anxiety problems?

— Do the children included in the adapted educational program for preschool
children communicate propetly and are they successful in social skills?

—  Are the children included in the adapted educational program for preschool
children mature for their age?
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3.2 Methodology
Research Method

In the research process, a qualitative method of pedagogical research was used — a
case study. Based on the assessment scale, the functioning of children in various
tields (adaptability, anxiety, social skills, communication, independence) was
assessed descriptively before the introduction of elements of structured teaching,
and after three months of active use, the success of the introduction of these

elements in the group was determined.
Research Sample

The study was based on a non-random sample of a heterogeneous group of
preschool children with special needs in an adapted educational program for
preschool children at the Centre for Hearing and Speech Maribor. The observed
group consisted of four children in the adapted educational program for preschool
children at the Centre for Hearing and Speech Maribor, from September 2019, aged
4 to 6 years, one with a severe speech and language disorder, one with a severe
speech and language disorder and suspicion of an autism spectrum disorder, and two
with moderate speech and language disorders, one with a mild mental disability and
a suspected autism spectrum disorder, and the other with long-term illness and

mobility impairment.
The Process of Gathering Data

The children, or rather their behavior, was observed, while the data were recorded
with an assessment scale and used to describe it descriptively, before the use of
elements of structured teaching and again after three months of active use.

Data Processing Procedures

In the study, the focus was on the behavior of the observed children and on the use
of the introduced elements of structured teaching. The author observed the

effectiveness of the method — the introduction of elements of structured teaching.
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3.3 Results and Interpretation

The functioning of the children included in the research sample was assessed before
the introduction of structured teaching elements and after three months of active
use. The author observed and assessed 5 key areas of interest, namely: adaptability,
expressing anxiety, social skills, communication, and independence. The progress
made was presented by introducing elements of structured teaching. The author
examined the research questions and interpreted the resulting differences in the

children’s functioning.

The Success of the Introduction of Elements of Structured Teaching by
Individual Area

The children’s performance was assessed descriptively, based on the results of the

evaluation scale, using the following criteria:

— less successful (1),
— successful (2),

—  very successful (3).

Table 1: The performance of the observed children in adaptation before and after mastering
the use of elements of structured teaching

ADAPTABILITY
Before using the elements of structured After mastering the use of elements of
teaching structured teaching
N Very successful Very successful
B Less successful Very successful
D Successful Very successful
L Less successful Very successful

In all children, the use of elements of structured teaching was effective in their
adaptive abilities. A child diagnosed with only a speech and language disorder
showed a high level of adaptability even before the introduction of elements of
structured teaching in the kindergarten class, and the other three children were
significantly influenced by it. The children with severe speech and language disorders
and suspected autism spectrum disorders, and the children with moderate speech
and language disorders, long-term illness and mild mobility impairment made the
most progress in flexibility.
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Table 2: The petformance of the observed children in coping with anxiety before and after
mastering the use of elements of structured teaching

ANXIETY
Before using the elements of structured After mastering the use of elements of
teaching structured teaching
N Very successful Very successful
B Less successful Very successful
D Successful Successful
L Less successful Successful

The child who had no problems with flexibility also did not have problems with
anxiety. The child with a moderate speech and language disorder and a suspected
autism spectrum disorder showed the same level of anxiety as before the
observation, while the other two children progressed. The most progress was shown
in the child with a moderate speech and language disorder, long-term illness and
mildly impaired mobility, while the child with a severe speech and language disorder

and a suspected autism spectrum disorder also dealt with anxiety successfully.

Table 3: The performance of the observed children in social skills before and after mastering
the use of elements of structured teaching

SOCIAL SKILLS

Before using the elements of structured After mastering the use of elements of
teaching structured teaching
N Successful Very successful
B Less successful Successful
D Less successful Successful
L Less successful Successful

All of the observed children progressed in the field of social skills, in which three
children were less successful and one successful before the introduction of elements
of structured teaching. The child with a severe speech and language disorder was

very successful in social skills.

Table 4: The petformance of the observed children in communication before and after
mastering the use of elements of structured teaching

COMMUNICATION
Before using the elements of structured After mastering the use of elements of
teaching structured teaching
N Successful Very successful
B Successful Very successful
D Less successful Successful
L Less successful Successful
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All of the observed children also progressed in the field of communication, two
became very successful in communication (the child with a severe speech and
language disorder and the child with a moderate speech and language disorder, long-
term illness and a mild mobility impairment), two were successful (the child with a
moderate speech and language disorder, a mild mental disability and a suspected
autism spectrum disorder, and the child with a severe speech and language disorder

and a suspected autism spectrum disorder).

Table 5: The performance of the observed children in independence before and after
mastering the use of elements of structured teaching

INDEPENDENCE
Before using the elements of structured After mastering the use of elements of
teaching structured teaching
N Successful Very successful
B Successful Very successful
D Successful Very successful
L Less successful Successful

The use of elements of structured teaching helped the child with a moderate speech
and language disorder, a long-term illness, and reduced mobility to become very
successful in independence, the child with a moderate speech and language disorder,
a mild intellectual disability and a suspected autism spectrum disorder maintained
their level of independence, while the child with a severe speech and language
disorder and a suspected autism spectrum disorder progressed and became

successful.

From the presented data of the children’s performance in five key areas (adaptability,
anxiety, social skills, communication and independence) before the introduction of
elements of structured teaching and after their adoption, it is clear that the observed
children progressed in all five key areas. The most progress was seen in the area of
flexibility, with as many as two children (a child with a moderate speech and language
disorder, a long-term illness and a mild mobility impairment, and a child with a
severe speech and language disorder, and a suspected autism spectrum disorder),
who were failing before the introduction of structured teaching being very successful
after three months. The least progress at the group level was shown in dealing with
anxiety. The child with a moderate speech-language impairment, a mild mental
disability, and a suspected autism spectrum disorder was not able to improve their
ability to cope with anxiety, while the child with a moderate speech-language

impairment, long-term illness, and a mild mobility impairment advanced the most.
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Before the introduction of the elements of structured teaching, two of the children
were unsuccessful in adapting and one was successful — all three made progress in
this area. One of the observed children was very successful in the beginning. In
expressing anxiety, two were unsuccessful, both progressing. Two of the children
remained at the same level; one had no problems with anxiety, the other remained
otherwise successful in this area, but no progress was observed. All four observed
children advance in social skills; three were initially less successful and became
successful, one very successful. In the area of communication, all children

progressed by one level; also in independence.

The child with a severe speech and language disorder and a suspected autism
spectrum disorder progressed in all five areas of observation: adaptation, expression
of anxiety, social skills, communication, and independence. Globally, the child’s
functioning changed significantly for the better, and the greatest improvement was
shown in their adaptive abilities. In the long run, one may expect even greater
progress from the child, as they use the elements of structured teaching very
effectively and independently.

The child with a moderate speech and language disorder, a long-term illness and a
mild mobility impairment also progressed in all observed areas. Mostly in the abilities
to adapt and to express anxiety. It took time for the child to accept and adopt the

novelty in the playroom, but also to internalize its use.

The child with a moderate speech and language disorder, mild intellectual disabilities
and a suspected autism spectrum disorder progressed in all areas except in expressing
anxiety, where their abilities were stagnant, but the author will continue to pay

attention to this area and work with the family to achieve progress.

In the child diagnosed with several severe speech and language disorders, the author
observed progress in three of the five areas: social skills, communication, and
independence. From the beginning, they had no problems with the ability to adapt

and to express anxiety.

The child with a moderate speech and language disorder, a long-term illness, and a
mild mobility impairment advanced the most, as opposed to the child with typical
signs of an autism spectrum disorder and a severe speech and language disorder. The

least progress was seen in the child with a moderate speech and language disorder, a
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mild mental disability, and a suspected autism spectrum disorder. There was also less
progress in the child with a more severe speech and language disorder, but they were
already very successful in adapting at the beginning and did not have any problems
with anxiety. The child with a moderate speech and language disorder, mild
intellectual disabilities, and a suspected autism spectrum disorder, who was often
absent, still has considerable potential for progress. It may be that the child’s absence

was the cause of slower progress.
2 Conclusion

The implementation of an adapted educational program for preschool children is
largely individualized; the content, organization and the method of implementation
are adapted. Numerous approaches are introduced at work, often including elements
of structured teaching, which effectively influence the development of social skills,
adaptability, communication, and independence, while reducing feelings of anxiety.
All of this is important for reducing challenging behaviour. Structured teaching,
according to the TEACCH method, is based on physical organization, activity
systems, visually structured tasks and daily individual schedules.

The aim of the study was to examine the effects of the introduction of elements of
structured teaching on the above-mentioned skills and feelings of children with
special needs in the preschool period, whose basic deficit is in the field of speech

and language.

The goals of the study were achieved — the author introduced elements of structured
teaching and the children mastered them; they explored the adaptability, anxiety,
communication, social skills, and independence of children before and after
mastering the elements of structured teaching. Based on the research conducted, the
author found that elements of structured teaching contributed to the better
functioning of children in all five key areas. The greatest progress was observed in

the ability to adapt, and the least progress was seen in coping with anxiety.

The introduction of structured teaching elements in the class of an adapted
educational program for preschool children was successful and efficient, as only one
child did not show progress in one of the observed activities, much like before the
first observation and filling in the assessment scale. To some extent, this can also be

explained by the fact that the child was absent for a long time, so in the future, the
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author will try to make up for the lost time and help the child to progress in this

area.

It should be noted that the elements of structured teaching, according to the
TEACCH method, were effective in all the observed children. They all have
problems of varying intensity in the field of speech and language, as well as
associated problems, obstacles or deficits (mental development disorders, suspected
autism spectrum disorders, long-term illness and mild mobility impairment). Among
other things, the author wanted to show that a structured environment is important
and effective for all children, not just children with autism. Also, in the kindergarten
class of the adapted educational program in which the children were observed, the
long-term goal is set to minimize the amount of structure over time and strengthen

the adaptability of the children as much as possible.

Interactive visual supports that allow dissemination and long-term use should be
considered in the future. They face a number of challenges related to current tools
and practices. The use of group screens, personal mobile devices and personal
recording technologies can replace many classic methods and improve the quality of
work (Hayes et al., 2009). The most important thing is to derive from children, find
their strengths, enable them to make the adjustments they need, and adapt the
methods of working with them — for optimal development and progress in all areas.
At the same time, it is crucial that professionals are also flexible and willing to learn

to find the positive aspects of the technology available to us.
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1 Introduction

The use of effective provisions (in-school and out-of-school activities) for gifted
students shows long-term benefits in gifted students’ increased achievement in
specific areas, their development of interests, and other elements of motivation,
productivity, creative thinking, and career goals (Boojj et al., 2017; Delcourt, 1993;
Hébert, 1993; Lubinski et al., 2001). All this is possible through educators possessing
the appropriate education on and knowledge of how to support the education and
development of gifted and talented children and adolescents. However, research
shows that this is often not the case and that educators lack the knowledge and skills
to identify and meet the needs of gifted students (Hudson et al., 2010; Troxclair,
2013; VanTassel-Baska & Johnsen, 2007; Wortld Council for Gifted and Talented
Children, 2021). Consequently, educators may have misconceptions rooted in the
traditional understanding of giftedness and the gifted (Sgkowski & Lubianka, 2015;
Tourén & Freeman, 2017), and they may have difficulty accurately identifying gifted
students and applying differentiation strategies (VanTassel-Baska et al., 2020).

For these reasons, teacher education in giftedness and teaching gifted students is
crucial, because teachers are key to supporting gifted students in school. It should
include state-of-the-art, research-based best practices in the field of gifted education
(VanTassel-Baska & Johnsen, 2007; World Council for Gifted and Talented
Children, 2021). In initial teacher education, this can be on a compulsory or optional
basis. European countries have no uniform system for teacher education in
giftedness (Cseh, 2011; EURYDICE, 2006; Monks & Pfltiger, 2005). In Slovenia,
the topic of gifted education is integrated within the broader framework of
psychology and pedagogy courses and offered as an optional subject (Cseh, 2011;
Jurisevi¢, 2011; 2020).

S¢kowski and f.ubianka (2015) point to other additional resources for disseminating
knowledge about gifted education in Europe. Institutions, such as the European
Council for High Ability (ECHA) and the European Talent Support Network
(ETSN), enable researchers, teachers, psychologists, specialists in education, and
parents from Europe to share their knowledge and experiences. The European
Council for High Ability (ECHA) organizes specialist training courses for working
with gifted students in several countries (although not in Slovenia), but these courses

are not free of charge. Increasing one’s knowledge about gifted education is also
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possible through literature on the psychology of high ability. In Europe, the High
Ability Studies journal is dedicated to these topics.

Although some educational programs for teachers on gifted education exist, there
are still significant deficits. These educational programs are rare, usually not free of
charge, and do not follow the holistic and broad perspective of gifted education,
which is recognized as an important global principle for professional learning in
gifted education (World Council for Gifted and Talented Children, 2021).

In addition to the lack of teacher education programs in the field of gifted education,
there is also lack of evaluation of teacher education programs in general, as well as
in gifted education (Plunkett & Kronborg, 2021; Rogers, 2007; Reid & Boettger,
2015; Reid & Horvathova, 2016; Weilguny et al., 2011), although some evaluations
of training programs exist (e.g., Fraser-Seeto et al., 2015; Say1, 2018). Fraser-Seeto et
al. (2015) investigated teachers’ awareness and willingness to engage with a self-
directed professional development package, and the findings suggest teachers’ lack
of knowledge and uptake.

Some positive outcomes of teacher education programs in gifted education have
been reported in empirical research, namely changes in attitudes (Plunkett &
Kronborg, 2011; 2021; Vreijs et al., 2017), improvement in equitable identification
practices (Gallagher & Gallagher, 2013), and planning for curriculum modification
(Reis & Westberg, 1994; Westberg & Daost, 2003).

For the above reasons, it is important that educators have access to high-quality
programs for educating gifted students. High quality can be achieved through the

evaluation of such programs.
1.1 The EGIFT Program

Professional development and training for teachers in gifted education at preservice
and in-service levels is very important but is often neglected or insufficient. One
measure to address this problem was to develop a freely available and easy to use
online open educational resource, called Online Programme for Teachers of Gifted
Students in Regular Classrooms (EGIFT: European Gifted Education Training, n.
d.). This was an Erasmus+ funded project developed by European experts in gifted
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education aimed at the delivery of continued professional development
opportunities to teachers at a primary or elementary school level, in the field of gifted
education. EGIFT was built upon a body of educational practices and research that

has been developed by a number of institutions across Europe.

This online educational resource consists of five individual strands, which cover all
important topics on gifted education: the identification of gifted students, their lived
experience, the social-emotional support of the highly able, differentiation strategies
for mainstream classes, and the development of curricula suited to gifted students.
Each of these five strands is underpinned by three guiding principles: addressing
underachievement in gifted students by helping them reach their potential,
addressing equality of access to such differentiated instruction for all students from
diverse backgrounds, and the support of students who are multiply exceptional —
students whose high abilities are coupled with other special educational needs. The
structure of the EGIFT program is shown in Figure 7. Each strand is divided into
four units, each unit taking approximately one hour to complete. The online
program is designed to be interactive, including written texts, videos, additional

reading suggestions, and quizzes.

20 Hours 4 Hours 1 Hour

2
Lived Experience ey

Wi quity & Inclusion 5,

5 3
Sacial and
Enmiotional
Wellbeing

9. %,
%, %
%,7%
7, "9
%™

Figure 1: Structure of the Online Programme for Teachers of Gifted Students in Regular
Classrooms (EGIFT)
Source: EGIFT: European Gifted Education Training, n. d.

1.2 The Present Study

With current advances in technology and digital literacy, the online environment
offers new opportunities for professional preparation and learning in gifted
education. With the onset of the COVID-19 pandemic, this transfer of the learning
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setting from traditional to remote education was even faster and more urgent.
Accordingly, the study process at the university level also changed, and emergency
remote teaching (Hodges et al., 2020) was introduced in the 2020/21 academic year.
This seemed like a good opportunity to implement the EGIFT online program in
the elective course on gifted education called Giffed students in school. User experiences
and responses to the EGIFT online program remain unclear, as there is no published

research that has examined these issues.

Therefore, the aim of this study was to intensively investigate the implementation of
EGIFT and to find out its usefulness and quality in the context of an elective course
for university students (preservice teachers). Our research question was: How does the
online EGIFT program work with university students? The framework for the evaluation
of the online educational resource EGIFT was Kirkpatrick’s (1994; 1996) evaluation
model, which comprises of four essential levels of evaluation, each of which has an
impact on the next. The levels are as follows: reaction (with focus on student
reactions to the program), learning (with focus on student learning outcomes),
behaviour (with focus on student behaviour change), and results (with focus on the

program impact).
2 Method

The following research is a case study of the EGIFT program that examined the
experiences and preferences of undergraduate students enrolled in the elective
university course focused on gifted education. The course was delivered remotely
because of epidemic measures. In addition to lectures, the students engaged with the
EGIFT program, and presented and discussed its contents in seminar classes. The
case study is phenomenological, and it aims to describe and understand the lived

experiences of the participants within the given case (EGIFT program).
2.1 Participants

The sample included 34 undergraduate students (preservice teachers) from the
University of Ljubljana, Faculty of Education with a mean age of 21.9 years (§Dage
= 1.0). The majority were female (» = 32). Of all the students, 23 were in 4th (last)

year, eight in 3rd year, one in 2nd year, and one in 1st year. They were enrolled in
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six different study programs; most of the students being in special and rehabilitation

pedagogy (Figure 2).

= Primary Teacher Education
= Preschool Education

= Special and Rehabilitation
Pedagogy

Speech and Language
Therapy and Surdopedagogy

= Social Pedagogy

= The Two-Subject Teacher

Figure 2: A display of the study programs in which the students were enrolled
Source: own

2.2 Instruments

The EGIFT evaluative questionnaire was comprised of three main areas for
assessment. The first area was the online learning environment, which included four
items on the ease of use, structure-design, modalities (audio, text, video), and
technical characteristics. The second domain was content quality. It included nine
items: content clarity, usefulness for learning about gifted education, informative,
interesting, text and videos meaningfully cover the topic, cleatly defined learning
goals, meeting the objectives of the unit, access to resources that enrich
understanding of the topic, and question relevance. The third area for evaluation
was the usefulness of the program. This included three items on interest/motivation
to pursue the topic further, recommendation to others, and
transferability/applicability to a personal or professional context. A question on the
difficulty of the questions at the end of the unit was added. The students rated
various items on a 5-point scale (1 — poor, 5 — great; for the relevance of the
questions: 1 — not relevant, 5 — very relevant; for the difficulty of the questions: 1 —
very easy, 5 — very hard). Ten optional open-ended questions on these topics were
added to supplement the quantitative data. In addition, the authors analysed the

qualitative data based on student reports and discussions in the seminar classes.
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2.3 Research Procedure

In the 2020/21 academic yeat, all 34 students wete enrolled in the Gifted Students in
School elective course, which ran for one semester, from October 2020 to January
2021, and was led by the authors of this paper. The course was implemented
remotely because of health measures following the onset of the coronavirus
pandemic. As part of the elective course, the students had the task of studying certain
contents in the EGIFT program. They were divided into 10 groups, with each group
consisting of two to five students studying two EGIFT units. Each group presented
and discussed the EGIFT contents in the seminar classes, in the same order as they
are included in the EGIFT program. At the end of the semester the students also
prepared written reports and completed the evaluative questionnaire on their
EGIFT experience. The questionnaire was created in the Slovenian 1KA open-
source web application (1KA, 2021).

The data analysis consisted of two parts, qualitative and quantitative. The combined
three-way qualitative analysis was based on the open-ended questions in the
evaluative questionnaire, the students’ reports, and the discussions in the seminar
classes. The quantitative analysis was based on the evaluative questionnaire. One
participant did not complete the evaluative questionnaire, which is why the
quantitative analysis included answers from 33 students. Individual scores for online
environment (four items total), content quality (nine items total), and usefulness
(three items total) were calculated by adding the ratings of the survey items on the
5-point scale and converting the results into percentages. The overall assessment
score was composed of all three main areas of evaluation (online environment,

content quality, and usefulness).
3 Results

The results are presented according to the individual content areas of the EGIFT
evaluation: first, the assessment of the online environment, second the content
quality, and thirdly, with the usefulness of the program, concluded with a general
evaluation of the program, covering all mentioned areas. The quantitative results

from the evaluation questionnaires are presented, supported by qualitative results.



360 PERSPECTIVES ON TEACHER EDUCATION AND DEVELOPMENT

First, students assessed the online environment of EGIFT. The scores of all groups
but one were above 75% (Table 7), which indicates that the students were satisfied
with the online environment. They reported that the program was user-friendly and
simple, well-structured (e.g., Very well structured and meaningfully arranged in a sequence
that is easy 1o follow.), well-designed, concise, and that the videos presented an added
value. They also found some areas for improvement, mainly the video quality and
technical issues, and the lack of interactive contents and dynamics in videos (e.g.,

Videos conld be more dynamic, as this wonld make it easier to follow.).

Table 1: Students’ assessments of the EGIFT program in general, its online environment,
content quality, and usefulness

Online Content ful Overall
Environment Quality g/i;: uiness Assessment
(%) (%) (%)
Strand Unit M SD M SD M SD M SD
1: Unit 1&2 83.8 11.1 77.8 13.8 83.3 11.5 80.3 11.0
Identification  Unit 3&4 87.5 11.9 79.4 9.1 81.7 10.0 81.9 8.8
2: Unit 1&2 75.0 20.0 79.3 10.5 622 315 750 16.3
Lived‘ Unit 3&4 76.7 18.9 85.2 8.4 75.6 16.8 81.3 12.1
expetience
3: Unit 1&2 83.3 20.8 82.2 11.1 75.6 3.8 81.3 11.1
Social  and
emotional Unit 3&4 81.7 15.3 79.3 6.8 82.2 16.8 80.4 7.3
wellbeing
4: Unit 1&2 77.5 3.5 86.7 0.0 93.3 9.4 85.6 2.7
Teaching Unit3&4 588 48 600 124 650 220 606 118
strategies
5: Unit 1&2 82.5 2.9 83.3 8.2 78.3 8.4 82.2 4.8
Program
Design Unit 3&4 90.0 8.7 73.3 11.8 64.4 20.4 75.8 12.5
Principles

The second area the students assessed was content quality. Nine out of ten groups
assessed it as adequate, with mean scores above 73% (Tuable 7). The qualitative
analysis showed students reported that the contents were of high quality and
meaningful, including many suggestions and examples for teaching talented students
(e.g., The contents are meaningful and useful for teachers and other pedagogical staff. Namely, there
are many suggestions and examples that teachers can wuse when teaching gifted students.). The
students reported that they gained new knowledge, mainly about teaching gifted
students, giftedness in general, identification, and the characteristics of gifted

students and twice-exceptional students. The two main weaknesses the students
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exposed were foreign language (difficulties in translating and understanding certain
terms) and missing practices of educating gifted students from their home country.

On a 5-point scale with 1 being very easy and 5 being very hard, the students assessed
the difficulty of the questions at the end of each unit. The most frequent answer was
3, which means the questions were not too easy and not too hard. The average scores
of all groups regarding the difficulty of the questions are presented in Figure 3. The
students reported that the questions were good for testing knowledge, getting
feedback, and motivating. They also highlighted the evenly covered contents in the
questions as positive. Their suggestions for improvement were in using more higher-
level questions testing comprehensive understanding of the contents, using the same
terms in questions as in the text (e.g., The guestions were difficult to me, especially becanse
the terms used in text and quiz did not match, which is confusing if you are not an English
speaker.), and similar difficulty of the questions in different units.

5 Program Design Principles (unit 3. . ms—
5 Program Design Principles (unit 1.. s
4 Teaching Strategies (unit 3 & 4)  E————
4 Teaching Strategies (unit 1 & 2) S—
3 Social and Emotional Wellbeing. . m—
3 Social and Emotional Wellbeing. . mmmm
2 Lived Experience (unit 3 & 4) s
2 Lived Experience (unit 1 & 2) mm—m
1 Identification (unit 3 & 4) E———
1 Identification (unit 1 & 2) —"

1 2 3 m 4 5
(1 - very easy, 5 - very hard)

Figure 3: Average difficulty of the questions assessed by the ten groups of students
(1 — very easy, 5 — very hard)

Source: own.

The third area of the EGIFT program evaluation was its usefulness. Seven out of
ten groups found it useful, with mean scores above 76% (Table 7). The mean scores
of three groups were lower but above 62%. The qualitative analysis showed that the
students reported the contents were useful for teaching and they could use the
knowledge in a pedagogical context when working with gifted students (e.g.,
Important topics related to identification and work with the gifted are covered. The program

encourages teachers who encounter it to delve into their own concepts and practices while reading
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contents about gifted students. We find this method very appropriate, as it can further deepen onr
knowledge and thus contribute to better practice of working with gifted students.), to raise
awareness and educate other pedagogical workers, to identify gifted students (e.g.,
We found many helpful tips on how to create a stimulating learning environment in which gifted
students are accepted. We believe that such knowledge is extremely important for future teachers
becanse it will be easier to identify such talented students and encourage them.), and to evaluate
and plan. The students also reported higher self-confidence in relation to working
with gifted students.

The authors combined the results of the three areas of evaluation into a general
evaluation score (overall assessment). The results are shown in the last column of
Table 1 and in Fjgure 4. The average scores of nine out of the ten groups were above
75%, indicating high overall quality. One group had a lower overall score with a
mean of 61%. This group of students rated all aspects of the EGIFT program lower
than the other nine groups. This could mean that these specific units were of lower
quality or that this group of students had specific individual characteristics, such as
rigour. Interpretation must be done cautiously, since the groups were small and

consisted of two to five students per group.

j“““.

40

@
=1

% Overall Assessment Scores
=]

1 2 3 4 5 B 7 8 9 10
EGIFT_units

Figure 4: Boxplot of the overall assessment scores of the ten groups of students
Source: own.
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4 Discussion

This study documented and evaluated the implementation of the EGIFT Online
educational resource in the framework of the Gifted students in school elective course
for 34 undergraduate students at the Faculty of Education at the University of
Ljubljana. The students were generally satisfied with EGIFT in terms of the basic
evaluation elements (Kirkpatrick, 1994; 1996), such as quality of content, usefulness,
and online learning environment. Since the program covers the most important
topics in gifted education and because the students’ experiences with it were positive,
one can conclude that EGIFT is suitable for educating pre-service teachers about
gifted students and incorporating the program into remote teaching with university
students. This is important because sufficient knowledge and informed beliefs
contribute to appropriate educational provisions for gifted students and prevent the
creation of myths about gifted students (e.g., Delcourt, 1993; Hébert, 1993; Lubinski
et al., 2001). Sckowski and Lubianka (2015) state that high demands are placed on
teachers of gifted students. They are in the role of both master and mentor, which
means that they must not only recognize the instructional and educational needs of
their students and implement programs to support their potential, but also have a
deep knowledge of their teaching subject, giftedness, and gifted education. Westberg
and Daost’s (2003) findings also suggest that university training is most likely to
influence teacher practice, compared to other forms of professional training. For
this reason, high-quality initial teacher education is so important, and prospective
teachers should receive high-quality gifted education. The EGIFT program proved

to be a good addition to the elective course.

Suggestions for expanding or improving the existing program were derived from the
qualitative analyses. The most common shortcoming reported by the students was
the use of a foreign (English) language and examples and best practices from other
countries and contexts. Since the students also attended the elective course lectures
and seminar classes, these topics were addressed there, but this remains an area for
improvement in the EGIFT program. Evidence-based learning that is also culturally
relevant contributes the most to knowledge about teaching gifted students (Plunkett
& Kronborg, 2021; VanTassel-Baska & Johnsen, 2007). The second common
suggestion from the students was more interactivity. Although they highlighted
interactivity as one of the strengths of the program, they also made some suggestions

on how to improve it (e.g., more interactive and dynamic videos, highlighted text).
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The third suggestion was related to examples and best practices. The students
praised the use of several examples and best practices in EGIFT but pointed out
that they would like to see even more of them, since they bring them closer to the

application of knowledge in practice.

The authors would also like to highlight some of the features of EGIFT that make
the program particulatly prominent. In Europe and Slovenia, courses on gifted
education that are holistic and broad, evidence-based, and free of charge, are rare.
EGIFT covers the important topics in gifted education that are research-based and
practice-based. It is also free of charge and accessible to anyone with access to a
computer, which is important. The results of Burkman’s (2012) study on novice
teachers’ challenges and preferences for professional development also show us why
the EGIFT program is especially useful and suitable for pre-service and in-service
teachers. The participants ranked teaching gifted students in the top 25% when
asked about challenges in the classroom. The most meaningful professional

development for them was interactive and cooperative learning,

This study provided insights into the value of implementing the EGIFT program in
an elective course about gifted education. EGIFT proved to be a helpful resource
for educating preservice teachers about gifted students. However, we must keep in
mind that the conclusions of this study are limited to the trelatively small sample of
34 university students and 33 survey respondents, who used the EGIFT program
for one semester. EGIFT was also not their only source of knowledge, rather it was
combined with lectures and seminar classes. The results might be different in a
different setting or with a different target group, which would be meaningful to
monitor with new cohorts of students. However, it can be concluded that the
EGIFT program enhanced the quality of learning and teaching and formed a sound,

evidence-based approach to use and even enhance in the future.
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1 Introduction

Opver the past decades, research about athletic career development has substantially
increased and its focus has been shifted from singular athletic career transitions (e.g.,
sports career termination) into a holistic, lifespan, multi-level approach (Stambulova
et al,, 2009). Greater knowledge about athletes’ career development resulted in
several proposed models of athletic career (e.g., Bloom, 1985; Stambulova, 1994;
Stambulova, 2003; Stambulova, 2000; Wylleman & Lavallee, 2004). These models
define the athletic career as a succession of stages, which represent a general pattern
in the careers of athletes from different types of sports, nationalities, as well as
genders. One of the most comprehensive models describing athletic career
development is the Holistic athletic career model (Wylleman, et. al. 2013). Following
the ‘whole-person’ and ‘whole-career’ approach, the model describes characteristics
and types of transitions athletes may deal with throughout their athletic career
development on different levels of their life, i.e. athletic, psychological, psychosocial,
academic/vocational, and financial levels. Cateer development is desctibed as
multifaceted; therefore the athlete is viewed as a person who is engaged not only in
sport but also in other life domains (e.g., studies, family, peer relationships). In this
essence, athletic career transitions are always related to developmental challenges
and transitions in other spheres of athletes’ lives (Wylleman & Lavallee, 2004). The
holistic athletic career model (Wylleman et al., 2013) divides athletic career into
stages that necessarily follow one another: initiation stage, when the athlete is
introduced to sports; development stage, when the level of athletic engagement
intensifies; mastery stage, in which the athlete reaches the highest level of his/her
performance; and discontinuation stage, which reflects the athlete’s process of

retirement from competitive sport.

During the development stage of athletic development, which usually starts around
the age of 15, the athletes narrow their interest in one or two sports and intensify
their athletic work by focusing increasingly on the improvement of skills and
techniques (Wylleman & Lavallee, 2004). In this period, some of the athletes are
recognized as being talented, and the importance of competitions increases. At the
academic level, athletes make the transition from primary to secondary school, which
is connected to several changes (e.g., in contact with friends, changes in peer social
networks, changes in the combination of school and sport, reduction in after-school
activities) (Reints, 2011; Salmela, 1994; Wylleman & Lavallee, 2004, Wylleman et al.,
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2013). In this stage of an athletic career, athletes are in their adolescence, which
begins with biological transitions (e.g., puberty) and ends with cultural and
sociological transitions (e.g., enactment of adult roles in society) (Lerner & Steinberg,
2004). In the last decade, however, a new term ‘emerging adulthood’ (Arnett, 2000)
has been used to conceptualize the lives of people from their late teens to their mid-
to-late 20s in industrialized societies. This developmental period is a phase of the life
span between adolescence and full-fledged adulthood. Adolescence brings
significant changes in social, emotional, and cognitive functioning (Arnett, 2004);
and represents a critical period of an individual’s growth and development in which
he/she can acquire the skills, attitudes, and behaviors important for later adulthood
(Lerner & Steinberg, 2004). It represents a phase of identity exploration and gaining
autonomy, and is accompanied by significant changes in athletes’ social interactions
(Reints, 2011; Wylleman & Lavallee, 2004). In adolescence, individuals form their
self-identity, as well as gain some independence from parents, and shift their social

focus to peer groups and adults outside the family (Eccles, 1999; Erikson, 1968).

A particular area of concern in adolescent athletic career development is youth sport
dropout (Fraser-Thomas et al., 20082). Dropping out of a sport refers to the
premature termination of an athletic career before the athlete reaches his/her peak
performance level in the respective sport (Alferman & Stambulova, 2007). It appears
that adolescent athletes are an age group of athletes, particularly at risk for dropping
out of the sport for two major groups of reasons: (1) in the development stage,
demands of school and their particular sport are increasing; which may lead to the
decision to prioritize school education and quit sport; (2) at the end of puberty,
performance slumps may occur because there are no longer performance gains due
to biological development (Baron-Thiene & Alfermann, 2015). In their prospective
study of talented adolescent German athletes, Baron-Thiene and Alfermann (2015)
found that almost 30% of adolescent athletes prematurely terminated their sports
career within the course of one year. Physical complaints (injuries, higher level of
exhaustion, loss of fitness) appeared to be an important reason for dropping out of
sport; while higher win motivation and better self-optimization skills supported and
enhanced career persistence. Fraser-Thomas et al. (2008b) found that adolescent
athletes who dropped out of competitive sports reported having no opportunities
for other activities, received limited one-on-one coaching, perceived a lack of athletic
peers, rivalries with their siblings, and pressure for sport from their parents. On the

other hand, engaged adolescent athletes reported opportunities for other activities,
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received one-on-one coaching, had good relationships with their parents, and
perceived the positive influence of their friends and siblings. In another study based
on findings about dropout and engaged adolescent athletes, Fraser-Thomas and
Coté (2009) found that sports involvement can facilitate many positive
developmental experiences for young athletes, i.e., related to challenge, meaningful
adult and peer relationships, a sense of community, and other life experiences.
However, according to dropout adolescent athletes, athletic engagement can also
cause some negative developmental experiences, ie., related to poor coach
relationships, negative peer influences, parent pressure, and the challenging
psychological environment of competitive sport. Weiss and Ferrer-Caja (2002)
found that motivational outcomes linked with higher adolescent athletes’
commitment to the sport were: enjoyment of the sport, positive self-perceptions,
and an intrinsic motivational otientation. Unlike that, lower commitment to the
sport was connected to perceived stress, lower self-perceptions, and lower
motivation. According to Weiss (2000), three major motives for adolescents’
continuation in sport are: (1) developing and demonstrating physical competence
(e.g., athletic skills, physical fitness, and physical appearance); (2) gaining social
acceptance and support (friendships, peer group acceptance, and approval and

encouragement from significant others); and (3) enjoyment of the sport.

Gender differences can be noticed in adolescent participation in sport and physical
activities, with adolescent girls participating in organized sport at a lower rate than
boys (e.g., Slater & Tiggemann, 2011). Female adolescent athletes also tend to drop
out of sport more often than male adolescent athletes, and at earlier ages (Kirshnit,
Keathley, Himelein, & Srigley, 1989). According to Slater and Tiggemann (2011),
there are several potential reasons for the observed gender differences in adolescent
sport participation, including differences in the availability of sporting options and
gender role expectations. Gitls stressed that although more sporting opportunities
are available for girls than before, general society still reinforces the philosophy that
sport and physical activities are masculine pursuits. In a study about reasons for
adolescent girls withdrawing from sport (Slater & Tiggemann, 2011), several gender-
specific reasons for gitls' declining rates of patticipation in sport and physical activity
were identified, i.e. losing interest, lack of competence, and insufficient time. The
authors explained that during adolescence the importance of femininity and
feminine behavior is heightened for girls, and playing sport begins to appear

incompatible with femininity. Gender role expectations seem to create an additional
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barrier for girls to participate in sport, since adolescent girls were found to see sport
engagement as not being ,,cool” or feminine (Choi, 2000). In a study about the career
development of female soccer players (Gledhill & Harwood, 2015), female athletes
expressed having a role conflict between their role as a female soccer player and their
role as an adolescent women. Appearance and body image concerns appear as
relevant topics for adolescent athletes. Girls were found to express concerns about
their appearance and image while playing a sport, as well as concerns over how their
bodies might appear in particular sporting uniforms (Slater & Tiggemann, 2010).
Differences appear also in adolescent athletes’ perceptions of an ideal body: while
adolescent boys expressed a general desire to be strong and muscular, girl athletes
believed that the ideal female body, in contrast, should not have much muscle, and
expressed a fear of becoming too muscly (Hargreaves & Tiggemann, 2006; Krane et
al., 2004, Slater & Tiggemann, 2010; Tekave & Wylleman, 2015). Several adversities
were found as being more prevalent among adolescent female athletes in
comparison to their male counterparts, e.g. higher levels of exhaustion and physical
discomfort (Baron-Thiene & Alfermann, 2015), greater risk for injuries (e.g.,
Clement et al., 2012; Granito, 2002), and higher prevalence of eating disorders
(Bratland-Sanda & Sundgot-Borgen, 2013).

A few studies stressed the importance of psychosocial factors, such as support from
parents, coaches, teachers, team-mates, peers, and siblings on the development of
adolescent female athletes (e.g., Gledhill & Harwood, 2014; 2015; Tekavc et al.,
2014). To facilitate optimal talent development for young female athletes, multiple
social agents need to optimally interact. Research suggests that social interaction with
peers (both, athletic and non-athletic) seems to be especially important for
adolescent female athletes; for example, in Slater and Tiggermann’s study (2010),
gitls expressed the belief that socializing and having free time was more important
for girls than for boys and thus may impact on girl’s decision to play sport (Slater &
Tiggermann, 2010).

Although models of athletic career development do not differ between female and
male athletes and predict a similar career path for both, research suggests that female
and male athletes will typically have qualitatively different developmental
experiences (e.g., Gill, 2001). In this essence, the purpose of the current study was
to investigate the impact of gender on adolescent athletes’ perceptions of their

athletic careers. Our goal was to compare the perceived demands, challenges, and
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adversities male and female adolescent athletes in the development stage of athletic
career face in different spheres of their life.

2 Method
2.1 Design

In order to investigate the multilevel challenges and difficulties that young athletes
face in the development stage of their athletic career, qualitative data gathering with
the use of semi-structured interviews was selected. This enabled a full exploration
and a better understanding of participants’ perceptions and experiences of
adversities (Kvale & Birkmann, 2008). The holistic athletic career model (Wylleman
et al, 2013) was used as a theoretical framework for this study, guiding the

formulation of interview questions and data interpretation.
2.2 Participants

22 junior level talented young athletes (11 males, 11 females) were selected based on
recognition as being talented by their sports federations. At the time of the interview,
the participants were between 15 and 17 years of age (M = 16.5 years, SD = 0.51).
All of the participants were enrolled in a selected sports department at one of the
high schools in Slovenia, which offers dual career programs for student athletes. In
comparison with regular secondary school programs in Slovenia, such dual career
programs for student athletes include a higher level of physical activity in terms of
quantity and quality; certain academic modifications, e.g. e-learning, an extension of

education when needed; and coordination between academic and athletic activities.
2.3 Interview guide

In accordance with the holistic perspective (Wylleman et al., 2013), the interview
guide was developed to allow the participants to describe the adversities they face as
athletes from a whole-person perspective. The interview guide was divided into six
sections. The first section introduced the purpose of the study to the participants,
their right to withdraw from the study at any time, and the precautions taken about
the treatment of data, participant anonymity, and confidentiality. In the second

section of the interview guide, the participants were asked to provide information



J. Tekave: In between Sports and Study: Getting to Know Student Athletes Better 373

about their age, type of sport, years in the sport, level achieved, school program they
were involved in, and categorization status. Sections three to six represented the
main part of the interview and asked questions about the challenges and difficulties
the athletes were currently facing at the specific level of their development (i.e., the

athletic, psychological, psychosocial, and academic levels).
2.4 Procedure and data analysis

In the beginning process of data gathering, we turned to Slovene Sports Association
(SSA) asking them to cooperate with the participants’ gathering. SSA sent email
invitations to all junior-level athletes ages ranging from 15 to 17 years, involved in
secondary level education sports departments, who obtained a categorization status
A or B; inviting them to take part in a study about athletic career development. For
those who were willing to participate, the first author scheduled with them a date
for an interview arranged at a mutually convenient time and location. In total, 22
semi-structured face-to-face interviews took place and were conducted by the first
author. Although the interviews were semi-structured, the order of sections and
questions varied in accordance with the course of the conversation. Also, probes
and prompts were used in addition to the interview guide questions to clarify and
claborate on specific points given by the athletes. All interviews were digitally
recorded with participants’ permission and lasted between 41 and 72 minutes. They

were transcribed verbatim, yielding 264 pages of single-line spaced text.

Framework analysis (Spencer et al., 2014) was used to analyze the data. To ensure
familiarization with the text, the transcripts were read several times by the first
author and initial comments and relevant themes were written. Then, each theme
was placed into one of the five levels of the Holistic athletic career model (Wylleman
et al, 2013); ie. athletic level, psychological level, psychosocial level,
academic/vocational level, and financial level. Afterward, data contained within each
theme was reviewed again to ensure that they have been arranged correctly. The
analysis was finalized by a table of themes for each level of athletic career
development. Relevant quotations representing good examples for each theme in

the study were selected, with some of them later used in the presentation of results.
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3 Results
31 Athletic level

The athletes pointed to several inadequacies which they perceived in their athletic
work. Both, male and female athletes complained about too high athletic demands
they need to face, e.g. having too intensive training, and/or too much training per
week. Only females complained about the training regime; describing it as too
monotonous, not individual enough, and/or not frequent enough to enable them a
progression in their athletic performance. Some of the athletes were dissatisfied with
the training facilities or daily travels they needed to do to get to their training center.
Almost half of the athletes (more females) mentioned missing additional
professional support with regards to their athletic career; they mainly identified a
physiotherapist, nutritionist, dual career support provider, and an additional coach

as such much-needed additional professionals.

Young athletes reported taking insufficient rest; and as a consequence, frequently
facing both, physical and mental exhaustion. They complained about not having
enough time to rest, facing a lack of sleep, and being frequently tired, especially
during stressful periods in school or after important competitions. Female athletes
more often declared these problems of insufficient rest and exhaustion. One of them

illustrated her frequent exhaustion with the following quote:

Often, 1 feel exhansted; especially when I have a lot to study for school and have consequently less
time to rest. With baving two trainings daily, 1 am tired from both — from school and sport. When
in class, it happens to me that 1 close my eyes and let myself be carried away for a few moments. ..

(Female judoka)

More than three-quarters of the participants suffered from at least one sports injury
which disabled them from normal athletic work for a certain period of time. Two
female athletes experienced burnout in their recent athletic careers. One of them

described this episode with the following quote:

I was tired all the time. 1 felt like I conld sleep for 12 or more hours and not wake up fully rested.
My concentration in school decreased, and I had tronble following the lectures. Also, I was sick all

the time, like twice per month or so... (Female swimmer)
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Young athletes noticed physical changes in the maturation process they were facing
and their impacts on their athletic performance. One of the male athletes complained
about his later physical development in comparison with other athletes of the same
age, which made him less competitive against his mature opponents. Unlike males,
female athletes frequently expressed their dissatisfaction with increased body weight
and their body composition changes (e.g., increase of fat mass, increased hip
circumference). Besides being dissatisfied with these physical changes, female
athletes also reported how these changes had negatively impacted their athletic
career performance by causing a different weight distribution, coordination
difficulties, decrease in flexibility, and loss of explosiveness; all of this resulted in a
temporary decrease or stagnation of their athletic results. Female athletes expressed
their regrets of not being informed and/or not being prepared in advance about the

negative impacts of these normal developmental changes. As illustrated:

While boys are making constant progress as they gain weight, we girls don’t. I stagnate on my results
Jor almost a year now. 1t is quite difficult for me; it frustrates me that I don’t make any progress
despite all the training and exhaustion I go through. (Female swimmer)

When talking about nutrition (i.e., meal distribution and food selection), three female
athletes reported having trouble with keeping (what they understood as) a healthy
diet. Athletes who were involved in a type of sport where a special focus is placed
on athletes’ weight (i.e., judo, tackwondo), reported being frequently under pressure
to keep their competitive weight. When trying to reach their target competitive
weight, they were forced into strict dieting behavior, which resulted in being hungry,
thirsty, and feeling without energy. A female tackwondo athlete illustrated this with
the following quote:

You come on a training feeling tired, hungry, thirsty... Your legs feel sore, you are grumpy and
absent-minded. In such moments, you wonld rather skip the training, however, you know that
without practice you won't be able to get rid of that last kilogram you still need to lose before the

competition.
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3.2 Psychological level

Adolescent athletes spoke about the stress they perceived in their lives and identified
several sources of stress, connected with their athletic engagement, school
obligations, and the difficult combination of both domains. Athletic sources of stress
were most often represented by fear of poor performance, and a pressure to succeed
coming from different agents, i.e. themselves, their coach, or other people (i.e.,
parents, peers). Female athletes more often reported being under pressure because
of their coach’s high expectations of them. Also, they expressed being concerned by
the possibility of disappointing others (i.e., parents, coach) with their poor athletic
performance; or worrying about what other people, especially their peers, would

think about them as athletes, as suggested by the following quote:

For me, the most difficult part of being an athlete is dealing with the possibility of disappointing
others with my bad performance, especially my mom and dad. (Female golf player)

For the majority of athletes in this sample, school represented their major source of
stress. Gender differences however appeared, with female athletes more often

expressing school-connected stress than males, e.g. worrying about school grades.

Female athletes more often than male athletes talked about facing different
psychological difficulties. They reported: (1) concentration problems, e.g. struggling
to stay focused in sport and/or school, being easily distracted, and/or noticing how
daily hassles often negatively influence their athletic performance; (2) motivation
difficulties, e.g. fluctuations in their athletic motivation; (3) mood disturbances, e.g.
sudden mood changes, emotional instability, impacts of their daily mood on their
athletic performance. One of the female athletes illustrated her mood disturbances

with the following quote:

Often, 1 wake up feeling good. But then one little thing would happen and nry mood would change

completely. That frustrates me becanse I feel like I cannot control my emotions. (Female track
and field athlete)

Two female athletes and one male athlete talked about having extremely high
expectations of themselves and their performance, which often resulted in low self-

satisfaction or too much self-criticism. While no male mentioned difficulties with
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assertiveness, five female athletes talked about lacking assertive behavior and self-
confidence in different situations, e.g. in sports, school, or social situations. In
concordance with more frequent complaints of psychological disturbances, female

athletes more often expressed their wish to work with a sports psychologist.

Only female athletes addressed being dissatisfied with their body appearance. Most
of them were dissatisfied with their body sizes and body mass. Two female athletes
reported being on a diet at the time of the interview and expressed facing difficulties
with their attempts to eat less than normal. They both believed that the pressure for
women to keep a low body mass has increased in the past years, both in general
society as well as in sports. Some of the girls were frustrated with their athletic figures
and would prefer to look Iess muscular and more feminine, especially when
socializing with their non-athletic peers. They reported receiving social remarks
about their athletic appearance, especially for ‘being very muscular’ or being ‘too big
for a female athlete, e.g. “I receive comments from my schoolmates on behalf of my wide shoulders
— some of them say I am turning into man,” (Female swimmer). While some of the gitls
didn’t put too much attention to such comments, the others believed these remarks

negatively affect them.
3.3 Psychosocial level

All athletes placed their parents as the most important people for their current
careers. Having difficulties in their relationship with parents was more often
mentioned by female athletes, who reported having frequent conflicts with one or
both parents (mostly over athletes’ obligations, e.g. schoolwork, and house duties);
and/or receiving insufficient athletic career support from their parents. They
complained that their parents positioned school much higher than sport, or lacked
the understanding of their daughter’s athletic career, dual career demands, or sport

in general as illustrated in the following passage:

1 think my father does not believe in the reality of my dreams to become a professional golf player. I
mean, it is not that he does not support my athletic work, he does; but I think be sees it more as a
hobby. On the other hand, he supports my schoolwork and stresses the importance of having good
grades. (Female golf player)
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Five female athletes and one male athlete perceived their parents as being too
involved in their athletic careers by obtaining high expectations concerning their
athletic success or putting them under too much pressure to succeed. Some of these
athletes reported that their parents were also professionally involved in their child’s

sports club, e.g. working as a coach or a club administrator.

Ten participants complained about several negative aspects of their coach’s
behavior, e.g. giving only negative feedback, shouting, discouraging the athletes, not
supporting the athletes or not supporting their dual career investments; having
insufficient authority, treating the athletes unequally, and/or not keeping his/her
promises. Eight athletes reported their coach was acting unprofessionally by being
absent a lot, too passive in his work, not giving them a satisfying amount of feedback

about their performance, or forcing them into extreme weight loss.

In their relationship with friends, young athletes’ most often identified problem was
the lack of time they had for their friends and peers outside sports with female

athletes more often complaining over this deficit:

My friends all meet and hang ont on Friday and Saturday nights, but I cannot join them althongh
1 wonld like to. I conld go ont with them on Friday after my training, but I have tonrnaments on
Saturdays, so I can’t go, becanse I need to rest in order to prepare for the tournament. (Female

volleyball player)

Two female athletes noted how all of their friends were from sports and how their
social network was mainly formed around the sport. They missed having friends
from outside of sports and explained that because they spend so much time on their
athletic career, they don’t have enough opportunities to develop friendly
relationships with peers outside of sports. Three gitls expressed feeling isolated
within their school class; they believed that their frequent absences in school due to
their athletic career obligations disabled them from connecting well with other
classmates. Female athletes more often than males missed their friends’ athletic
support while performing and competing, and would prefer a higher level of

understanding for their athletic obligations coming from their friends.
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With regard to their team relationships, young athletes in this study spoke about
conflicts and low cohesion within the team. Some of them perceived a gap existing
between old and new players in the team, with older players not accepting the
newcomers. Female athletes more often perceived difficulties in their team
relationships and talked about tensions with other athletes, girls’ gossip, and
resentments. These interpersonal conflicts were mainly connected with the team’s
poor petformance, and/or individual team players’ negative behavior or lack of
motivation. Female team sport athletes believed that conflicts occur more among
female athletes than among male athletes. In addition, they believed that conflicts
between the players have a greater negative impact on the performance of girls’
teams than on boys’ teams. They believed that women athletes are more occupied

and affected by their interpersonal issues; which illustrates the following quote:

1 our team, you cannot say anything to any of our players, because they immediately get upset and
affected. If this happens, these things influence the game. This is a team sport, but it is very difficult
to play with someone for whom you have negative feelings. (Female handball player)

Considering their intimate relationships; with an exception of one male athlete, only
female athletes talked about facing difficulties in this field. Four of them complained
that because of their dual career obligations they don’t have time for an intimate
relationship; and also, how their time constraints of being an athlete and a student
withdraw them from possibilities to meet other people. One of them illustrated this
with the following quote:

I don’t have time for a boyfriend. I am always occupied either with my sport or my school activities.
I mean, 1 could have a boyfriend, but 1 am either in school, or sleeping/ training/ studying. So there

are no real chances to meet somebody interesting. (Female handball player)

While the majority of female athletes didn’t perceive the desire to have a boyfriend,
four female athletes expressed their wish for an intimate relationship with
somebody; preferably also an athlete who would understand their athletic career
obligations.
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34 Academic level

Over a third of participants in this study complained about having too much
academic work and obligations. Three athletes were dissatisfied with the secondary
education program for student athletes; they perceived that in comparison with their
non-athletic peers they receive less academic knowledge. Despite receiving some
support for student athletes, six participants estimated their school’s organizational
support as inadequate and complained about teachers’ lack of understanding of
student athletes. Some athletes perceived that student athletes are often
stereotypically labeled by their non-athletic peers and/or teachers as being less

knowledgeable than ‘normal’ students or being less motivated for school.

The athletes expressed facing challenges when trying to combine their athletic and
academic careers. One of the major disadvantages of having a dual career was a
constant deficit of time; with more female than male athletes complaining about not
having enough time for studying. Because their dual career required a highly
energetic input, some athletes complained about the limited amount of energy they
were left with. Ten athletes perceived their school and sport as being in a reciprocal
relationship; e.g. a bad grade in school negatively influenced their athletic
performance and vice versa. More female athletes reported that school activities
were taking away their time and energy for sports and that they were sometimes
forced to choose between their schoolwork and athletic obligations. One of the
females stressed the impact of her parents in this decision to sacrifice training to

study with the following citation:

If I have too much work for school, I sacrifice my sport and don’t go to practice. My parents told
me that ‘no school means no training’, so I need to take care of my schoohwork. Recently 1 received
a bad grade in one of the subjects in school. As a consequence, 1 needed to stay at home in the
afternoon to study instead of going to the gym. The nexct day I improved the bad grade, so everything

went back to normal again. (Female judoka)

When talking about their academic aspirations and motivation, only female athletes
reported having high academic goals. School grades were very important to them
and they had high expectations for themselves concerning their academic success.
Three female athletes expressed being dissatisfied with their current school success.

One male and three female athletes were concerned about their future careers; i.e.
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they worried that the sports department does not give them sufficient knowledge,
or that their desired subject of study in the future will not allow them to combine
studying and sports. Based on the latter, one of the female athletes already decided
to continue her education in the USA after finishing high school which would

(according to her beliefs) allow her an easier combination of both careers.
4 Discussion

In the development stage, the athletes’ focus narrows to one or two sports, and the
amount of training as well as the importance of competitions increases (Bloom,
1985; Reints, 2011; Wylleman & Lavallee, 2004). Adolescent athletes in our study
supported this specialization and intensification of their athletic work. However,
27% of them perceived their athletic demands were too intense. Female athletes
more often complained about their training regime and/or insufficient rest, as well
as experienced significant physical and mental exhaustion, which supported the
tindings of Baron-Thiene and Alferman (2015) who reported that female student
athletes more often experience physical exhaustion and express more physical
complaints than males which might also be a reason why female adolescent athletes
tend to drop out of competitive sport more likely than male athletes. According to
Kristiansen et al. (2012) coaches tend to plan training regimes for female athletes
based on male stamina. This might be one of the reasons why female athletes in this
study more often complained about experiencing physical exhaustion than males
did; as well as a possible partial explanation of why girl athletes perceived a greater
amount of dissatisfaction with their coach’s work and/or believed that their coach

does not understand female athletes.

According to Gledhill and Harwood (2014; 2015), multiple agents (i.e., parents,
teachers, peers, team-mates, siblings) need to optimally interact to ensure that an
optimal talented development and learning environment is created for young
athletes. Adolescent athletes in this study identified their parents, coach, peers,
teammates, and siblings as being important for their current position as an athlete;
however, they also raised facing difficulties in relationships with all these important
others. In comparison with boys, gitl athletes more often reported having conflicts
with their parents, and/or receiving non-optimal parental support for their athletic
engagement; whether as insufficient parental involvement and/or interest in their

athletic career; or in contrast, by parents being too much involved in their sport.
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Female athletes’ parents were usually recognized as being more supportive of their
daughter’s academic careers rather than athletic careers. According to Hellstedt
(1987), parental involvement in their child’s athletic career may range from under-
involvement through moderate involvement to over-involvement. Whereas
moderate involvement seems to support and facilitate young athletes’ careers;
athletes with disinterested parents are more likely to drop out of the sport, and on
the other hand, athletes with overinvolved parents may perceive high levels of

parental pressure.

In the athlete-coach relationship, only female athletes complained about the coach’s
negative behavior. Gitl athletes in this study often perceived their coach as unable
to see them as a whole person with other important domains (e.g., social life, school)
in life besides sport. This supports Gledhill and Harwood’s (2015) study where
female athletes’ coaches were viewed as less competent or confident when it came
to the psychosocial development of their players; as well as stresses the notion that
coaches’” knowledge about female adolescent needs is an important strategy for
increasing retention among female athletes (Keathley et al., 2013). Since only two
female athletes in this study had a female coach and the other female and male
athletes were coached by a male coach, this mixed gender diad (female athlete — male
coach) could explain why female athletes perceived greater difficulties in their
relationship with their coach, especially in terms of communication and
understanding. Research (e.g., Rhodes et al, 2008) shows that in adult-youth
mentoring relationships males and females tend to respond differently; with men
favouring instrumental support and women placing relatively greater value on
interpersonal support and intimacy. These findings together with the current study
suggest that coaches’ understanding of their female athletes’ psychosocial
development is crucial for an optimal athlete-coach relationship and female athletes’
satisfaction in sport. In understanding young women’s development female athletes’
coaches must enable their athletes enough opportunities for social interaction with
their friends, as well as more ‘social’ sporting opportunities that are not regarded as
‘competitive’ by athletes (Slater & Tiggeman, 2010). According to girl athletes in our
study, perceived insufficiency in social interactions with their peers (e.g., facing lack
of time for friends and intimate relationships, not having enough friends outside
spott, and/or feeling isolated from their classmates) was reported as one of the
greatest disadvantages of having an athletic career. According to Slater and

Tiggemann (2010), socializing and having free time seem to be more important for
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girls than for boys and thus may impact on gitl’s decision to play sports. Female
athletes in this study put a great emphasis on their relationship with friends and
teammates, especially in terms of getting emotional support and understanding,
which supports the observations of Rudolf (2002) who found that the form and
function of relationships with important others vary across gender and across
development. Especially in female peer relationships and friendships, higher levels
of self-disclosure, intimacy, and emotional support were found, while male
relationships and friendships mainly base on companionship and joint activity.
Adolescent female athletes in this study complained also about insufficient athletic
support from their non-athletic peers, which is similar to Gledhill and Harwood’s
(2015) study where female athletes felt they lacked a peer social support network
that would help them to lead a disciplined lifestyle. Since the impact of peers on an
individual is particularly strong during adolescence, it is especially valuable when
(female) athletes are surrounded by a group of peers with healthy behaviors who
understand and support their athletic endeavors. A group of teammates or other
athletes who lead a similar way of life can represent an important source of athletic
support and social interactions for (female) athletes. As previously found by Reints
(2011), having friends in sports among teammates or other athletes appeared as a
strong source of motivation for girl athletes. On the other hand, relationships with
other athletes or teammates appeared also as a source of conflict and perceived stress
among girl athletes, especially in team sports. Unlike males, female athletes in our
study often expressed additional concerns related to relationships with other
teammates (e.g., frequent gossip, jealousy, interpersonal tensions, and conflicts),
supporting some previous findings which say that female athletes’ perceptions of
playing in the team, conflicts are a frequent topic and mainly refer to athletes’
performance and relationships (e.g., Holt et al., 2012; Slater & Tiggemann, 2010).
Rudolf (2002) explains these frequent disruptions in young females’ social networks
with their characteristics of higher levels of self-disclosure and intimacy. Because of
girls’ reliance on peers for emotional support, conflicts and changes in interpersonal
roles are likely to create higher levels of stress among females than males. For
coaches and sport psychology practitioners it is therefore very important to
understand these issues, to stimulate a positive group atmosphere in female athletes’
teams, and to promote optimal and rewarding interpersonal relationships between

the players.
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It seems that in comparison with male athletes, female adolescent athletes put more
attention to their school work, i.e. talking about their school obligations, future
educational plans, and concerns connected to these. At the same time, females in
comparison with male athletes more often reported experiencing school-related
stress. In combining athletic career with school work, they felt a strong reciprocal
influence of both domains, both positive (e.g., success in school stimulated success
in sport and vice versa) as well as negative (e.g., decreased amount of time left for
studying due to athletic obligations). They possessed high academic motivation and
aspirations for the future; however, they were worried whether they will be able to
combine both domains and also whether their future athletic career would enable
their financial security. Participants’ dual career perceptions support the notion that
adolescents construct their dual careers in different ways (Ryba, Stambulova,
Selinne, Aunola, & Nurmi, 2017). We could say that female adolescent athletes’
academic identity is strong and that gitls seem to invest an equal amount of energy
into their academic catreer as well as athletic career. On the other hand, it seems that
male athletes tend to identify more strongly with the athletic role (Brewer & Petitpas,
2017). This is an important notion for all those working with adolescent female
athletes, whether as parents, teachers, or coaches; in that supporting female athletes
in their dual career investments and providing an optimal setting for females’ dual
career development is necessary in order to retain them in competitive sport and

guarantee them a prosperous future.

There are several limitations in this study, as well as strong points and practical
implications for sport psychologists, dual career providers, educational institutions,
coaches, and sport organizations. First, this qualitative study offered a high richness
of data, both in quality and quantity by taking a holistic approach (Wylleman &
Lavallee, 2004). However, the richness of the data is also one of the weaknesses of
this study, since the quantity and diversity of the emerged topics prevented us from
taking a more detailed inspection and discussion. Future research should therefore
try to consider taking a closer examination of some of the themes which emerged in
the article in order to gain a better insight into these specific demands and challenges
(female) athletes face. Also, both quantitative and qualitative approaches are
encouraged to verify the identified demands and challenges as well as to add
additional information about the investigated themes. Second, in order to get a better
insight into the athletic career challenges of young (female) athletes, it would be

worth examining the sample of prematurely drop-out adolescent athletes to
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investigate which demands and difficulties prevented them from continuing with
their athletic careers. Third, focusing only on demands and difficulties, this study
does not identify strategies or competencies adolescent athletes use in order to cope
with their athletic career demands and challenges. Future research should therefore
focus on investigating young athletes’ competencies, necessaty for successful career

development.

Practical implications can be taken from this study, which is of importance to
(female) athletes, as well as to sport practitioners, coaches, teachers, parents, and
others who work with them. First, there is a need to educate and therefore prepare
the athletes for their athletic career development at all four levels stressing the
possible demands and challenges they might face as they progress through their
careers. With female athletes, special attention should be given to informing them
about the possible effects of physical maturation on their athletic career
performance, healthy lifestyle, and physical self-acceptance. This is particulatly
important for younger female athletes, before entering their adolescence stage.
Second, some of the adversities female athletes face throughout their careers are
likely to be reduced if their coaches and other sports practitioners would possess an
awareness of female athletes’” developmental characteristics and their special needs.
In this essence, it seems important to educate coaches and other practitioners
working with female athletes about young women’s development, and equip them
with the necessary skills and competencies to successfully address these issues. In
conclusion, we hope this article stimulates thinking about female adolescent athletes’
specific demands and challenges, and triggers more scientific research and applied

practice on this topic.
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1 Introduction

Today’s European Union can look back on a long history of emphasizing the
importance of its citizens’ language competences and mentioning multilingualism in
its documents. The first discussions on the model of multilingualism started in the
1970s, and in the 1980s, multilingualism started to be seen as a precondition for the
peaceful coexistence of different nations. The first document mentioning it was the
document referred to as the Homburg Recommendations. The 1995 White Paper
on Education and Training was much more important, wherein the European
Commission defined the goal that in addition to their mother tongue all European
citizens should master two foreign languages (hereinafter FLs) (Filipan-Zigni¢ et al.,
2013). Today, multilingualism is one of the main goals of the European Union’s
language policy and is gaining in importance due to globalization and internalization
(Vuci¢, 2020). As Croatia has been an EU member since 2013, the guidelines of the

European Commission and EU documents are binding for it.

In addition to the binding character of EU documents, familiarity with several
languages is also important for Croatian citizens because Croatia earns a large
percentage of its income from tourism. FLs had been considered an important part
of basic education even before Croatia joined the EU. FLs had been obligatory
subjects in primary and secondary schools for a long time before Croatia gained its
independence in 1992. While in the past German and Italian were universally taught
in the north and south of the country, respectively, English has prevailed in recent
decades, and today it is the most taught FL  (European
Commission/EACA/Eurydice, 2017, p. 73).

Although English has become a modern lingua franca, the knowledge of English as
a single FL is not enough for Croatian citizens because of the tourist-based character
of the Croatian economy. According to the Eurydice 2017 report on the analysis of
education and youth policies, French is the second most learnt FL in Europe
(European Commission/EACA/Eurydice, 2017, p. 73). That is reason enough for
people in Croatia to start learning French as well. The problem with French is that
only 0.7% of Croatian students learn it in schools (Nacionalni centar za vrednovanje
obrazovanja, 2012, p. 9). The authors of this paper think that smartphone
applications like Duolingo could be of great help here, since mobile learning
applications have enabled virtually everybody to learn numerous FLs.



V. Legac, K. Mikulan, P. Oreski: Potentials of 1earning a New Foreign 1.angnage Using the 393
Duolingo App: Opinions of Croatian University Students

In recent years, we have seen a considerable increase in the use of mobile
applications specialized for independent FL learning. This paper is based on research
into the opinions and practices of students from the Faculty of Teacher Education
at the University of Zagreb, Croatia, who used the Duolingo application to learn
French. The study presented here dealt with Croatian university students’ use of the
Duolingo mobile-assisted language learning (MALL) app. Duolingo is free to use
and has a large number of downloads in the Google Play Store (currently over 100
million). Its users’ average rating is 4.7 (out of 5). The app offers courses in more
than 35 languages, including Spanish, French, German, Italian, Russian, Portuguese,
Turkish, Dutch, Irish, Danish, Swedish, Ukrainian, Esperanto, Polish, Greek,
Hungarian, Norwegian, Hebrew, Welsh, Swahili, Romanian, and English.

Duolingo is a gamified platform. It contains a system of jumping points, which allow
users to choose the level at which they want to start learning a FL. Moreover,
Duolingo has been found to be visually attractive and possessing of good usability
and an element of fun, although researchers have observed some major flaws in its

content and pedagogy.

The Duolingo app is safe, and it is marked as PEGI 3: “The content of games with
a PEGI 3 rating is considered suitable for all age groups. The game should not
contain any sounds or pictures that are likely to frighten young children. A very mild
form of violence (in a comical context or a childlike setting) is acceptable. No bad

language should be heard” (Pegi, 2021).

The term “gamification” is generally used to denote the application of game
mechanisms in non-gaming environments with the aim of enhancing the processes
enacted and the experience of those involved. In recent years, gamification has
become a catchword throughout the fields of education and training, thanks to its

perceived potential of making learning more motivating and engaging (Caponetto et
al., 2014).

Gafni, Biran Achituv and Rahmani (2017) conclude that “most of the participants
found the MALL Duolingo application enhanced the learning process. The
gamification characteristics, ease of use, ubiquity and self-learning facilities had a
stimulating effect on the process of learning and contributed to the willingness to

continue using the application and to recommend it to others.”
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A study by Ajisoko (2020) on 19 participating students showed that 89% students
strongly agree and 10% agree that Duolingo provides advantages in learning
vocabulary. The students felt that Duolingo helped them discover new ideas, gain
better understanding, and master vocabulary. The results showed that Duolingo

facilitates students in understanding and practicing their vocabulary.

The study by Munday (2016) on two student groups, one group of 46 students at
the beginner level and one of 16 students at a more advanced level, both learning
Spanish as a second language, showed that 91% of students in the first group found
Duolingo easy to use, 82% found it helpful, 80.4% enjoyed using it, and 78.3% were
satisfied with the app. The students in the second, more advanced group, found the
app helpful (80%), but only 43.8% of the students enjoyed using it, and only 50% of
the class was actually satisfied with Duolingo (strongly agree and agree).

Jiang et al. (2020) report their results of a study on 225 participants, who were
students of Spanish or French and resided in the United States, had little to no prior
proficiency in the target language and used Duolingo as their only learning tool. The
results showed that the students reached Intermediate level in reading proficiency
but remained at Novice level in listening proficiency (assessed using the American
Council on the Teaching of Foreign Languages (ACTFL) reading and listening
proficiency tests). The proficiency scores of the participants were comparable with
the proficiency outcomes of university students at the end of the fourth semester in
language programs as reported in largescale studies. The participants were spending
only half of the usual four semesters of university classes. “These findings
demonstrate that Duolingo is effective and efficient, in addition to being accessible
and free” (Jiang et al, 2020).

The results of an eatlier study by Oreski et al. (2018) showed that university students
thought that the Duolingo application had more advantages than disadvantages. In
this new research being presented in this paper, the authors wanted to examine how
university students progress in learning French by means of the same app and to
learn what students think about its potentials. The potentials had to be checked with
regard to preconditions for successful FL learning offered by the results of modern

research in FL acquisition.
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One of those preconditions is that FL learning should not cause high FL anxiety. FL.
anxiety is thought to be a highly debilitating affective factor in FL learning. Anxiety
is experienced by FL students both in the classroom (Horwitz et al., 1986) and
outside the classroom (Legac, 2019). It hinders students learning in all the stages of
the FL learning process (Maclntyre & Gardner, 1994; Mihaljevi¢ et al., 2008).

Another important feature of good material for FL learning is that it should not be
considered difficult by the students that use it. If it is thought to be difficult, then it
lowers the student’s motivation and raises their level of anxiety. Motivation is the
key factor and the main driving force leading to success in FL learning (Gardner,
2010).

If we want our students to learn French or any other language properly, then they
have to learn correct pronunciation in addition to learning vocabulary and grammar
patterns. Pronunciation and intonation are a common problem in the early stages of
FL learning (Velicki, 2006). Therefore, it is important that students think that the
course material makes it possible for them to learn correct pronunciation. Problems
with learning pronunciation were one of the sources of FL anxiety when English
was used outside the classroom (Legac, 2019). It is also known that students with
lower levels of anxiety thought that their pronunciation was better than those with
higher levels of anxiety (Szyszka, 2011), so it can be expected that if students are
learning pronunciation easily by means of an application that their level of FL anxiety
will be lower. The acquisition of correct pronunciation is particularly important in
the case of French because of desyllabifications, which are traditionally marked as
“enchainement” and “liaison” (Defterdarevi¢-Muradbegovié, 2008).

Students can only learn a FL well if they have learnt its grammar and have mastered
structure drills. If the goal is to ascertain the potentials of a course, it would be
advisable to find out what its students think; whether or not the course makes it

possible for them to progress in learning grammar and in using structure drills

propetly.

One of the basic aims of every language course is increasing the number of
vocabulary units that students are familiar with. Designers of course materials must
always keep in mind the strict conditions for successful vocabulary learning. Only

by observing them can real progress be made (Udier, 2009).
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The course material and the FL. method should keep the intensity of motivation
high. This can be achieved if participants in the course think that the materials are
entertaining and if they think that they can get quick feedback.

11 Description of the Study

This study was a follow-up study to an earlier study that was conducted by the same
three authors during the 2017/2018 academic year with a different sample of
students from the same institution. That eatlier study (Oreski et al., 2019) asked the
students to compare two applications for mobile FL learning (Duolingo and
Memrise). They were free to choose the language they wanted to study through the
apps, and they were not tested. The results of that study showed that student
responses were mostly positive: they were very interested or highly interested in
learning a FL (83.6%), they liked the gamification quality of the FL applications
(80.1%), they learned how to use them quickly or very quickly (85.4%), and they
liked the fact that they could use the applications whenever and wherever they
wanted (77.6%). On the other hand, only 24% of respondents completely agreed
with the statement that they would be able to learn a FL using one or more such
mobile applications. In their implications for future research, the authors stated that
the results of a possible follow-up study “would have to show whether the high
motivational factor expressed by respondents in that study would remain constant
in spite of the repetitive nature of exercises present in the said applications” (ibid,
27). In the current study, the same authors wanted to discern whether students from
the same institution would be equally satisfied and motivated to learn one particular
language (French) for a very short time and to see their achievements in learning the
FL after completing a mini course through Duolingo for Schools. Some of the

results of this new study are presented below.

Duolingo for Schools is a dashboard inside of a teacher’s Duolingo account that
allows them to create classrooms and assignments, and to follow students’ activity.
(...) It brings the Duolingo app into the classroom, with features designed to
maximize teacher effectiveness and student learning (Duolingo, 2021). A screen
capture of the Duolingo for Schools class used in the experiment is shown in

Fionre 1.
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duolingo for schools 1) French for Beginners at the Faculty of Teacher Education in Zagreb

STUDENTS

85 students

NAME ~

367 xP 55 min

248 XP 31 min

182 XP 50 min

115 xP 20 min

o0 & @

473 XP Thr 18min

981 XP 2hr 17min

O 297 xp 52 min

Figure 1: Duolingo for Schools Class
Source: https://schools-v2.duolingo.com

2 Methodology
2.1 Participants

Several figures will have to be given for the number of participants. The number of
participants whose complete data were analysed for the purpose of the main analysis
of this study was 63. However, the number of students that took part at various
points of the experiment was different: 85 students attended the French language
course and 66 students filled in the questionnaire. In the main analysis, only those
participants were included who took the test and answered the survey after
completion of the mini-French course. The analysis of the French test was done on
the sample of 66 participants. The reason for these differences in the number of
participants lies in the fact that the participants in the study were overburdened with
other obligations at the end of the summer term, hence they gave up or they simply
lost interest or forgot, although the authors of the study repeatedly asked them, via

e-mail, to complete the experiment.
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All the participants were students at the Faculty of Teacher Education in Zagreb,
which is a constituent of the University of Zagreb in Croatia. Twelve students
(19.05%) were studying to become kindergarten teachers (a 3-year study program,
ending with a BA degree), 28 students (44.44%) were studying to become primary
school teachers of core subjects (Croatian, Mathematics, Science, Music, Art and
Physical Education) in primary school grades 1-4 (a 5-year integrated study program,
ending with an MA degree), and the remaining 23 students (36.51%) were studying
to become primary school teachers of core subjects in grades 1-4 and primary school
teachers of English as FL in grades 1-8 (also a 5-year integrated study program,
ending with an MA degree). Of the participants, 3.17% in the sample were men and
96.83% were women. The reader whose imminent thought is that female
respondents were over-represented in this sample is wrong; on average, female
students constitute over 95% of the students at the Faculty of Teacher Education at
the University of Zagteb, since the teaching profession in Croatia still mainly attracts

women.

At the time of data collection, all the participants in the study were in their early
twenties (21 being the average age).

Since this study focuses on the use of technology and emphasizes the practical value
of smartphone applications for learning FLs, it seems necessary to mention the use
of the information and communications equipment by the students during the
experiment. The survey showed that over two thirds of the students (71.43%) used
their smartphones, meaning that smartphones are slowly but surely overtaking
laptops and computers among university students. Students in this age group seem

to use smartphones both for their leisure activities and for their studies.
2.2 Instruments

Two online instruments were used for the purpose of this study: a test and a

questionnaire. Both were self-constructed by the three authors of this article.

The test contained five tasks. The first task asked the respondents to complete six
sentences. Five of them had to be completed with entire words, and in one sentence
only a part of the word was omitted (two letters from the first person of the present

indicative of the verb venir). Each dot represented an omitted letter from the word.
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In task 2, the students had to supply the correct indefinite article for three nouns. In
task 3, they had to insert the correct definite article for 4 nouns. In task 4, the
participants had to choose the correct answer in six short dialogues, and in task 5,
they had to supply three correct present tense forms of the verb #ravailler. The

theoretical range was 0-22 points.

The questionnaire contained 22 statements, but only some of them can be analysed
for the purpose of this study; namely those 14 that covered the potentials. The
statements that were analysed based off on a 5-point Likert scale with values from 1
— I totally disagree, to 5 — I totally agree. The students were also asked to give their
comments on the course and the French test for beginners. There were three

additional multiple-choice statements about students’ biodata.
2.3 Procedure

The experiment and the survey were conducted during from mid-May to mid-June
2019. The students attending regular English courses offered by the first two authors
of this article were informed about Duolingo for Schools and the aims of the study.
During the last month of the 2019 summer term, the students were asked to do at
least three half-an-hour lessons of French in Duolingo for Schools until they had
carned 225 app points. This mini course was followed by a 10-minute French test
for beginners and a short questionnaire. The students’ participation in the

experiment, the test, and the questionnaire were voluntary.
2.4 Aim of the Study, Hypothesis and Justification

This new study aimed to see what students from Zagreb studying to become teachers
thought about the efficiency of learning a completely new FL by means of the
Duolingo app. The following aspects of FL learning were included: the level of
difficulty, availability, gamification, mastering the technology of learning,
amusement, general efficiency, motivation, FL anxiety, acquisition of correct
pronunciation, acquisition of structure drills and grammar in general, acquisition of
vocabulary, authenticity, comparison of the experience of this kind of learning with
their previous methods of FL learning and the possibility of learning a new language

only by means of the Duolingo app.
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The starting hypothesis was that Croatian university students studying to become
kindergarten and primary school teachers would have an overall positive opinion on

the quality and potentials of learning a new FL through Duolingo app.

The authors grounded their hypothesis within the results of their earlier study
(Oreski et al., 2019).

3 Results and Discussion

The presentation and discussion of results will be subdivided into two parts. First a
short summary of the quantitative (illustrating the number and percentages of
students per ranges of achieved points) and qualitative (analysing the sources of
student errors) results of the French test will be given. This will be followed by an
analysis of the Duolingo app potentials as they were seen by the students in our
sample after completing a mini course in French on Duolingo for Schools. The
analysis will include illustrations in tables using frequency distributions of values

from the questionnaire and mean values with their standard deviations.
31 French Test

Table 41 contains quantitative data regarding the French test results. It shows the
number of students and percentage of students for five groups of achieved points.
About one fifth of the students in the sample (20.63%) achieved low results
(between 3 and 5 correct answers). Another group of similar size (a little less than a
tifth or 19.04%) were somewhat better (they were within the 6-9-point range). Again,
there was one fifth of students with average results (22.23% achieved between 10
and 12 points). Close to one quarter of the students (23.81% of them ended within
the 13 to 16 points range) achieved very good results. Only 14.29% of the students
achieved between 17 and 21 points, which meant that their performance was
excellent. The mean value of achieved points was 10.67, whereby the standard
deviation was 4.86. One can conclude that the students in this sample achieved

moderate results in French as a FL in this test for beginners.

The qualitative analysis shows that not all the students had successfully mastered the
present tense of the verb ére as they did not know its form for the first-person

singular, first-person plural or second-person plural.
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Table 1: Number of points on French test

Number of Number of Percentage of
achieved points students students
3-5 13 20.63
6-9 12 19.04
10-12 14 22.23
13-16 15 23.81
17-21 9 14.29
Mean value: 10.67 100.00

St. dev.: 4.86

The grading of the students’ French accents presented one group of mistakes. Some
students seemed to have problems with the French word used to refer to the “left-
hand side”, likely because of the marking for the French accent 4, and some of the
students in the sample were not quite familiar with the question word oz. A small
group of them seemed not to be able to recall the spelling of p/ait in the expression
il vous plait.

The form of the present tense indicative venir seemed to be extremely difficult for
our students in the sentence where they were asked to say that they come from
Zagreb.

The students were expected to have problems with forms of the indefinite and
definite articles, as that part of speech does not exist in Croatian. However, the
authors were happy to note that they made fewer mistakes with that grammar feature

than would normally be expected from native speakers of Croatian.
The students did quite well in choosing the correct answers in short dialogues, e.g.:

Ca va bien, et t0i?
A) Volontiers.
B) Tres bien.

C) Bonsotr.

3.2 The Duolingo App’s Potential

The potentials of the Duolingo app have been analysed through the presentation of
the results and the discussion of students’ answers from the questionnaire. The

questions referred to their opinions on the efficiency of the Duolingo app and its
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other characteristics: level of difficulty, the possibility of lowering FL anxiety,
efficiency in learning correct pronunciation, structure drills, and new vocabulary.
The students were asked to compare the efficiency of the Duolingo app with
ordinary and traditional methods of teaching of FLs. They were urged to speculate
about the possible advantage of the Duolingo app because of its availability and its
gamification. The students had to assess how successfully they had mastered the FL
through the Duolingo app, how amusing their learning was, whether or not the app
was good for learning grammar, and whether learning was authentic. The assessment
also dealt with the app’s general efficiency. The students were also required to
speculate on the possibility of learning a new language exclusively by using the

application in question.

A) The Students’ Opinions About the Level of Difficulty of FL Learning
Through the Duolingo App

The first statement referred to the level of difficulty of the Duolingo app, stating
that “Learning a FL with the Duolingo app is hard” (see Table 2). As can be seen
from the mean value for this statement (1.89%; S.D. = 0.9) and the percentages of
different values (39.68% strongly disagreed and 38.1% disagreed), close to four fifths
of the students in our sample disagreed with that statement. No student in the
sample strongly agreed with that statement. The difficulty of the FL or the difficulty
of the course materials and methods of teaching can cause FL anxiety. What can be
gathered from this is that the Duolingo app as course material did not pose as a

threat or obstacle in this respect.

Table 2: Perceived level of difficulty of the Duolingo App

V. Number of Percentage of
alue
students students

1 25 39.68

2 24 38.10

3 10 15.87

4 4 6.35

5 0 0
Mean value: 1.89 100.00

St. dev.: 0.90
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B) The Students’ Opinions About the Possibility of Mitigating FL. Anxiety
when learning French with the Duolingo App

In one question, the students were asked directly about the possibility of lowering
FL anxiety through the Duolingo app. The results of that statement are illustrated
in Table 3, and show that over 60% of the surveyed students agreed with the
statement (25.4% strongly agreed and 34.92% agreed). About a quarter of the
students (25.4%) were not sure, as they neither agreed nor disagreed with the
statement. Only 3.17% of the students strongly disagreed, and 11.11% disagreed
with the statement. The mean value for this statement was 3.68 (SD. = 1.08). From
the analysis of the question on the level of difficulty, one can confirm even more
strongly that the Duolingo app can be successfully used in learning French. The
difference in the percentages between the two statements (this one and the one
dealing with the level of difficulty) leads us to think that the students thought about
other aspects of FL anxiety when they circled their answers on this statement and

not only about the difficulty level.

Table 3: Perceived mitigation of FL anxiety

e Number of Percentage of
alue
students students
1 2 3.17
2 7 11.11
3 16 25.40
4 22 34.92
5 16 25.40
Mean value: 3.68 100.00
St. dev.: 1.08

C) The Students’ Opinions on the Efficiency of the Duolingo App for

Learning Correct Pronunciation

In the eyes of the participants (see Tuble 4), the Duolingo app was thought to be
efficient for the acquisition of correct pronunciation, since about three quarters of
the students either strongly agreed (31.75%) or agreed (44.44%) with the statement
that stated that the Duolingo was excellent for the acquisition of correct
pronunciation. This can also be seen from the height of the mean value (4.02; SD.
0.89). Less than 5% of the students strongly disagreed (1.59%) or disagreed (3.17),
and less than one fifth of the students in our sample were undecided (19.05%).
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Table 4: Efficiency of Duolingo app regarding the acquisition of correct pronunciation

e Number of Percentage of
alue
students students
1 1 1.59
2 2 3.17
3 12 19.05
4 28 44.44
5 20 31.75
Mean value: 4.02 100.00
St. dev.: 0.89

D) The Students’ Opinions About the Efficiency of the Duolingo App for
Structure Drills

The analysis of the results of the next statement from our questionnaire, presented
in Table 45, reveals that the students regarded the Duolingo app as being efficient
for the acquisition of structure drills, since the mean value was 4.05% (SD =0.79)
and more than half of the students agreed (50.79%) while over a quarter (28.57%)
strongly agreed with the statement “Learning a FL. by means of the Duolingo app
was excellent for language structure drills”. Structure drills tend to be boring to
students, so the results on this statement indicate an important advantage of the
researched app.

Table 5: Efficiency of Duolingo app regarding the acquisition of structure drills

v Number of Percentage of
alue
students students

1 1 1.59

2 0 0

3 12 19.05

4 32 50.79

5 18 28.57
Mean value: 4.05 100.00

St. dev.: 0.79

E) The Students’ Opinions on the Efficiency of the Duolingo App for
Learning Vocabulary

Learning lexemes in French by using the Duolingo app can be very successful,
according to the opinion of the students (see Table 46), as more than 90% of them
strongly agreed (44.44%) or agreed (47.62%) with the statement that inquired about
the efficiency of the Duolingo app for memorizing vocabulary statements. The mean
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for this statement was 4.3, whereas the standard deviation was 0.63. Nobody in our
sample strongly disagreed or disagreed with the given statement.

Table 6: The efficiency of Duolingo app for memorizing

vocabulary statements

v Number of Percentage of
alue
students students

1 0 0

2 0 0

3 5 7.94

4 30 47.62

5 28 44.44
Mean value: 4.37 100.00

St. dev.: 0.63

F) Comparison of FL Learning with Duolingo School and with Classic
Methods

The students were asked to compare learning by means of this app with other
traditional or classic methods that they had come across eatlier during their FL
learning in terms of motivation. Over 70% of the students (see Table 7) thought that
learning via the Duolingo app was more motivating than those other methods
(31.76% strongly agreed and 41.26% agreed). A considerable number of students
(26.98%, or over a quarter of the students in the sample) were hesitant about their
agreement or disagreement, since they neither disagreed nor agreed with this
statement. There were no students in the sample that strongly disagreed or disagreed.
The mean was quite high (4.05; SD = 0.77). Motivation is regarded as a key factor
leading to progress in learning. From the aspect of motivation, according to our
respondents, using the Duolingo app for learning French in the eatly stages of

learning would lead to success and achievement.

Table 7: Comparison of Duolingo versus classic methods of learning FL.

e Number of Percentage of
alue
students students

1 0 0

2 0 0

3 17 26.98

4 26 41.26

5 20 31.76
Mean value: 4.05 100.00

St. dev.: 0.77
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G) The Students’ Opinions About the Advantage of the Duolingo App
Because of Its Availability

Availability is seen by this young generation of millennials as an important advantage
of the Duolingo app. The proof for that (see Table &) is that the overwhelming
majority (over 93% of the students) circled value 5 (more than a half of the sample
—50.79%) or value 4 (42.86%). Only 6.35% of students in the sample neither agreed
nor disagreed with the statement that FL learning with the Duolingo app is
important for them because they can learn anytime and anywhere. There were no
students who disagreed or strongly disagreed. The mean value for this statement was
4.44 with a standard deviation of 0.62.

Table 8: Perceived advantages of Duolingo app in terms of availability

v Number of Percentage of
alue
students students

1 0 0

2 0 0

3 4 6.35

4 27 42.86

5 32 50.79
Mean value: 4.44 100.00

St. dev.: 0.62

H) The Students’ Opinions About the Gamification of the Duolingo App

The new generation of young people tend to yearn to get feedback on their progress
in FL learning and like to be rewarded for their effort and praised for their
achievements. This can be cleatly seen in the figures illustrated in Table 9, since over
90% of the surveyed students strongly agreed (58.73%) or agreed (31.75%) with the
statement that they like this kind of FL learning because they can follow their level
of progress and get points and prizes; much like one would in a computer game. The
mean value was very high (4.46) with the accompanying standard deviation of 0.76.
There was a relatively small percentage of ambivalent students who neither agreed
nor disagreed with the above-mentioned statement. An even lower percentage of
the students in the sample (only 3.27%) disagreed with the statement and there was

no single student who strongly disagreed.
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Table 9: Perceived advantages of Duolingo app regarding gamification

V. Number of Percentage of
alue
students students

1 0 0

2 2 3.17

3 4 6.35

4 20 31.75

5 37 58.73
Mean value: 4.46 100.00

St. dev.: 0.76

I) The Students’ Opinions About How Successfully They Mastered This Kind
of FL Learning

The students were also enormously satisfied with how successfully they mastered
learning French by means of the Duolingo app (see Table 10); again, well over 90%
of them circled values higher than 3; 39.69% opted for value 4, and more than half
(52.38%) for value 5. A high mean value of 4.41 with a standard deviation of 0.73
was recorded here. A very low percentage (4.76%) of the surveyed students were
irresolute in giving their decision on this statement. An even lower percentage (only
3.17) disagreed with the statement on this statement. Nobody strongly disagreed
with it.

Table 10: Perceived levels of mastering the FL through Duolingo app

e Number of Percentage of
alue
students students

1 0 0

2 2 3.17

3 3 4.76

4 25 39.69

5 33 52.38
Mean value: 4.41 100.00

St. dev.: 0.73

J) The Students’ Opinions About the Amusing Character of FL Learning by
Means of Mobile Apps

That FL learning can be amusing (see Tuble 717) when French is learnt by means of
the Duolingo app was thought by over 95% of the surveyed students, wherein
79.37% strongly agreed and 17.46% agreed with the statement that stated that FLL



408 PERSPECTIVES ON TEACHER EDUCATION AND DEVELOPMENT

learning with this app is fun. The mean value of 4.76 with a low standard deviation
of 0.5 was the highest of all in this section of the questionnaire. An insignificant
percentage of 3.17% of the surveyed students were not sure about their decision
regarding this statement. Nobody disagreed or strongly disagreed with the statement.

Table 11: Perceived satisfaction levels of FL learning through Duolingo app

v Number of Percentage of
alue
students students

1 0 0

2 0 0

3 2 3.17

4 11 17.46

5 50 79.37
Mean value: 4.76 100.00

St. dev.: 0.50

K) The Students’ Opinions About the Efficiency of the Duolingo App for
Learning Grammar

The respondents in our sample were quite satisfied with the efficiency of the
Duolingo app for learning grammar (see Table 12), since the mean value for this
statement was 3.44, whereas the standard deviation was 1.01. However, this was the
lowest mean value in this section of the questionnaire. Furthermore, one can notice
the highest percentage of students that could neither agree nor disagree with the
statement that learning by means of the Duolingo app was excellent for learning
grammar rules (36.51%). That the students were positively biased about the potential
of this app for the excellent learning of grammar rules can be noted in the much
higher percentages of students that circled value 4 (31.75%) and value 5 (15.87) than
the percentages of those that circled value 2 (12.7%) and value 1 (3.17%).

Table 12: Efficiency level of the Duolingo app regarding learning grammar

V. Number of Percentage of
alue
students students
1 2 3.17
2 8 12.70
3 23 36.51
4 20 31.75
5 10 15.87
Mean value: 3.44 100.00

St. dev.: 1.01
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L) The Students’ Opinions About the Efficiency of the Duolingo App for
Bringing Authenticity to FL Learning

That learning French by means of the Duolingo app has similarities with learning a
FL in a natural environment is reflected in the high figures registered in the students’
answers about the possibility that this app brings authenticity (see Table 13). Over
60% of the respondents in our sample were positively biased on this statement. An
equal percentage of them agreed and strongly agreed (31.75%) with the statement
regarding authenticity. The mean value was relatively high at 3.92, whereby the
standard deviation was 0.89. Exactly one third of the surveyed students were not
sure about their attitude towards this statement. A very small percentage (3.17%)
disagreed, and nobody completely disagreed with the given statement.

Table 13: Perceived efficiency of Duolingo app regarding authenticity

v Number of Percentage of
alue
students students

1 0 0

2 2 3.17

3 21 33.33

4 20 31.75

5 20 31.75
Mean value: 3.92 100.00

St. dev.: 0.89

M) The Students’ Opinions About the General Efficiency of Learning a FL
by Means of the Duolingo App

The students (see Tuble 14) were quite generous in giving their ratings for this FL
learning app, since the mean value of their ratings was 4.11 (standard deviation being
4.11), and over 80% of them gave it a rating of 4 (58.73%) or 5 (26.98%). Of the
students, 12.7% gave it a rating of 3 and only 1.59% rated it a 2. Nobody rated it a
1.



410 PERSPECTIVES ON TEACHER EDUCATION AND DEVELOPMENT

Table 14: Efficiency rating of Duolingo app

N Number of Percentage of
alue
students students

1 0 0

2 1 1.59

3 8 12.70

4 37 58.73

5 17 26.98
Mean value: 4.11 100.00

St. dev.: 0.67

N) The Students’ Opinions About the Possibility of Learning a New FL Only
by Means of the Duolingo App

The students were quite positive about the possibility of learning a FL. only through
the Duolingo app (see Table 15). This can be seen from the mean value for this
statement (3.78, whereby the standard deviation was 0.83) and again from the
percentages of students that chose value 4 (41.28%) and value 5 (20.63%). One third
(33.33%) of the surveyed students were not sure about their attitude towards this
statement. Only 4.76% of the students were negative about the possibility of learning
a new language only by means of the tested app. Nobody absolutely disagreed about
the existence of that possibility.

Table 15: Perceived efficiency levels of learning a FL only through Duolingo app

Value Number of Percentage of
students students
1 0 0
2 3 4.76
3 21 33.33
4 26 41.28
5 13 20.63
Mean value: 3.78 100.00
St. dev.: 0.83

The results of this study have confirmed the authors’ starting hypothesis that
Croatian university students studying to become kindergarten and primary school
teachers would have an overall positive opinion about the quality and potentials of

learning a new FL by means of the Duolingo app.
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4 Conclusion and Implications for Future Research

Croatian university students studying to become primary and kindergarten teachers
achieved moderate success in learning French as a new FL after having completed a

mini course in the Duolingo app. Their experience was mostly positive.

This study has shown that the FL students using Duolingo think that:

— The learning process with Duolingo is not difficult.

— It can be used to lower FL anxiety.

— It can be efficient for the acquisition of correct pronunciation.
— Itis excellent for language structure drills.

— Itis quite efficient for memorizing vocabulary statements.

— Itis more motivating than traditional methods.

—  The app’s constant availability is a welcome characteristic.

— Its game-like organization and feedback encourage FL learners.

— The app brings authenticity into the learning process.

In conclusion, the respondents were enormously satisfied with how successfully they
mastered learning French by means of the Duolingo app, like this kind of FL
learning because they can follow their level of progress and get points and prizes,
much like in a computer game and are open to the use of mobile apps and would
welcome their inclusion in the teaching process. They have an overall positive
opinion about the quality and potentials of learning a new FL and are positive about

the possibility that they could learn a FL. only by using the Duolingo app.

The results of this study are similar to results of other studies, such as Gafni et al.
(2017), Ajisoko (2020), Munday (2016), and Jiang et al. (2020). The students’ views
and opinions, as well as the fact that they are becoming ever more proficient in the
use of such apps, points at the need for FL teachers in general to develop their
competences in mobile app usage because it will enable them to introduce these into

the teaching process in a meaningful way.
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Previous research (cf. Mikulan et al., 2018) shows that the digital competences of
foreign language teachers as a whole are not sufficient and that teachers do not keep
up with the increasingly rapid development of new technologies. The development
of computers, multimedia, and software has gone a long way, which university

curricula have not considered.

Today, students in higher education acquire basic I'T education, while accepting and
using some devices and applications that are informed individually because they are
extremely popular among the population (primarily smartphones and applications
for them). However, they do not learn much about such devices and applications
and their possibilities in learning and teaching FL at school, and they rarely use them
for these purposes. It is therefore necessary to design a system of lifelong learning
that would allow teachers to periodically become acquainted with new technologies

and the methods of their use.

The results of this study have shown that the Duolingo app can be regarded as a
useful application for FL learning. The researchers believe that it would be necessary
to conduct a new follow-up study, which would encompass either this or some other
mobile learning applications to learn other FLs followed by a similar test to verify
the students’ achievements in learning the respective FLs. They think that it should
be tested primarily on Italian and Hungarian, as they are mother tongues of two
important national minorities in Croatia and because they are the official languages
of two neighbouring countries whose citizens also constitute an important share of

tourists in Croatia.
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Abstract Language is an abstract system of signs manifested
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one of the goals of Croatian language (mother tongue) classes at
the Faculty of Teacher Education. Since the coronavirus
pandemic has affected two school and academic years and caused
the transition to online classes at faculties, teachers are facing the
challenge of transferring knowledge to students and motivating
them to actively take part in developing language skills in a virtual
environment, especially the skills of active listening and speaking.
Communication with students is made possible using digital
tools, but they are less adequate for assessment and monitoring
students’ progress. Therefore, a study was conducted via online
questionnaire on students’ satisfaction with online classes,
comparing online and physical classes, students’ media
consumption, reading habits and their use of free time. The
results showed that the students were satisfied with online
classes, but they preferred face-to-face classes, and they thought

that online classes should be more creative and more interactive.

-
-m- DOT https://doi.org/10.18690/um.pef.1.2023.22
o ISBN 978-961-286-718-8

University of Maribor Press

Keywords:

online classes,
Croatian language,
digital tools,
reading habits,
media

consumption



416 PERSPECTIVES ON TEACHER EDUCATION AND DEVELOPMENT

1 Introduction

Changes in the Croatian education system are slow and do not occur in a parallel
manner on all the levels of the education system. Some of the key documents in the
education policy, such as teaching curricula (the one for gymnasiums dates from
1999 and the one for primary school is from 2006) or the National Curriculum
Framework that was adopted in 2010, and then nine years later, the subject curricula
are a good illustration. The inability of the system to adjust to changes is evident in
Croatian students’ results on the PIRLS (2009) and PISA (2018) tests. One of the
indicators is the attitude of Croatian students towards Croatian language, which has
been negative for years, according to Pavli¢evi¢-Frani¢ and Aladrovi¢ Slovacek
(2011) and Miljevi¢-Ridicki et al. (2000). Scientists have also identified a problem
with our students’ functional literacy (Aladrovi¢ Slovacek & Cosi¢, 2018). The School
Jor Life program, which has been in the expetimental stage since the 2018/2019
school year, can be considered as one of the possible solutions for the systemic

problems.

However, even though the system is inert, we live in a dynamic world and a fast-
changing society. Founding the Croatian Academic Research Network (CARNET)
in 1991 and the University Computing Centre (SRCE) in 2007 marked the beginning
of the process of digitalization of the education system, which was accompanied by
numerous impulses and obstacles. Clearly, digitalization comes with new challenges
for the education system and the answer to these challenges was, indisputably,
mostly individual and depended on the motivation and competence of teachers and
educators. For most teachers, ICT technology was not included in their professional
education, but they acquired these competences over the course of their professional

development, both formal and informal.

Soon after the outbreak of the pandemic, in March 2020, the decision was made to
suspend classes at universities, secondary and primary schools and to suspend day
care in kindergartens and continue their classes and educational activities online
instead. From that point on, classes in primary and secondary schools, as well as at
universities, were held exclusively online. Some kindergartens even started offering
their educational content online. Juki¢ (2017) defines online learning as a relatively
new way of distance learning and at the same time as a kind of e-learning. Since

online learning is defined as a type of learning in which most of the educational
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content is delivered to students via the internet, the authors have decided to use this
term as the umbrella term in this study, since it implies both distance learning
(despite not being the only form of distance learning) and e-learning. E-learning is
understood and used as a term that implies a technologically supported and
interactive process between the student and the teacher (Duki¢ & Madari¢, 2012).

Until the outbreak of the pandemic, e-learning was mostly only present at
universities. Activating the C model of teaching, educators and teachers started
distance teaching! using various digital software, tools and platforms?, but they were
also supported by the Ministry of Science and Education by creating school lessons
that children could watch on TV3,

Even though online teaching and the consequences of using digital teaching tools
have been the subject of controversy, so that even terms like digital dementia
(Spitzer, 2018) are discussed, the pandemic has made us reconsider and change the
way we think about education and pedagogical work. Despite some disadvantages,
online teaching has a significant number of advantages that we, as practitioners and
scientists, have to take into consideration. It is especially important to gain insight
into what future educators, teachers and students from the Faculty of Teacher

Education in Zagreb think about online classes.
2 Research Methods
2.1 Main Obijectives of the Study and the Hypothesis

The primary goal of this study was to examine the attitudes of students at the Faculty
of Teacher Education in Zagreb about the quality, advantages and disadvantages of
online classes, especially of Croatian language (mother tongue) classes and about
how students spend their free time in the context of the pandemic and online

learning. In accordance with the primary research goal, the following problems were

defined:

U online classes
2 e. g., Yammer, Microsoft Teams, Google, Zoom, Viber, and WhatsApp.
3TV School on Channel 3 (HRT 3) and higher grades of primary school on RTL.
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1. To examine students’ attitudes about the quality of online classes, their level
of creativity, use of digital tools and comparison between online and face-
to-face classes.

2. To examine students’ satisfaction with online classes and their self-
evaluation of the quality of student life during the pandemic.

3. To examine students’ habits regarding the way they spend their free time
and use social networks and ‘screens’.

4. To examine students’ reading habits and their self-evaluation of their
reading competence.

5. To examine whether students’ attitudes differ according to their study

program: teacher education/eatly childhood and preschool education.

In accordance with the primary goal and research problems, the following

hypotheses were determined:

Hi — It is expected that students are satisfied with online classes, but it is their
opinion that online classes could be more creative, and in comparing online and
face-to-face classes, they prefer face-to-face classes because they can establish a
closer relationship with their teachers and there are unlimited possibilities for

approaching various types of tasks.

H» — It is expected that students are satisfied with the quality of online classes, i.e.,
that they assign it, on average, a very good score, but they are not satisfied with the
quality of student life during the pandemic because they feel isolated, with fewer

possibilities for collaboration, communication and socializing.

H; — It is expected that most students spend a minimum of 2 hours a day on social
networks and some students even more than that. It is also expected that students

learn foreign languages and read books in their free time.

H4 — It is expected that students read at least one book a month, i.e., 2 minimum of
12 books a year. It is also expected that they read paper books; they less frequently
read on a screen, and if they read on a screen, then it is newspapers, news, and articles
of interest. If they use a digital device for reading books, it is expected to be a Kindle,

and the literature, they read in such a way, is expected to be in a foreign language.
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Moreover, it is expected that most students have very good or excellent reading

competences.

Hs — It is expected that the students’ reading habits in the teacher education study
program are better developed and that they on average learn more foreign languages
than students in the early childhood and preschool education study programs. Other
differences are not expected to be statistically significant.

Data were processed in the SPSS program for statistics. The Kolmogorov Z test
showed that the data were not distributed regularly (p < .05), so nonparametric
statistical tests were used for analysis to compare the results between two groups of
students: teacher education and early childhood and preschool education students.
*The Mann-Whitney U test was used to compare these two groups. Apart from
SPSS, a computer-linguistics program, Sketch Engine* for text analysis was used to
more easily process the questions that the students answered textually. For the
purposes of the study, a frequency dictionary according to textual questions was

created to facilitate classification and interpretation of the students’ answers.
2.2 Sample Description

The sample included 158 students from the Faculty of Teacher Education in Zagreb.
Among the students, some were first, second- and third-year students in the full-
time primary teacher education study program (32%), some were first, second- and
third-year students in the full-time and part-time undergraduate study program of
eatly childhood and preschool education (46%), and some were students in the full-
time and part-time graduate study program of early childhood and preschool
education (22%). All categories of students educated at the Faculty of Teacher
Education in Zagreb were included in the study. As many as 98% of the participants

were women.

4 https:/ /www.sketchengine.cu


https://www.sketchengine.eu/
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2.3 Description of the Research Instruments

The study was conducted in June 2021 in the last week of the school year, wherein
classes were held entirely online from 1 December 2020 until the moment of filling
out the questionnaire. The questionnaire consisted of 15 open and closed questions,
which focused on explanations about the quality of online classes. There were a few
questions in which students were asked to evaluate the quality of online classes using
a 5-point Likert scale, and the quality of their own lives during the pandemic using
a 10-point Likert scale. Apart from examining attitudes, the questionnaire contained
certain sociodemographic data: the students’ class year and study program, and their

gender, so that all data could be compared.
3 Results

The first research goal was to examine the students’ attitudes towards the quality of
online classes, their creativity, the use of digital tools and the comparison between
online and face-to-face classes. The results showed that the participants’ assessments
of the quality of online classes ranged from 1 (very poor quality), which was
answered by 0.6% of the participants, to 5 (very high quality), which was answered
by 18.5% of the participants (Figure 7). The average result was 3.7. Most students

evaluated it as very good.
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Figure 1: Quality of online classes

In assessing the creativity of online classes, the students used scores from 7 was not
creative (2) to it was very creative (5). Most students, 40.4% of them, chose the answer 7#
was neither creative nor uncreative (Fignre 2). The average score that students assigned
creativity was 3.57 (M = 3.57).
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Figure 2: Creativity of online classes

Since most classes were held online (about 85%), the students assessed the use of
digital tools during online classes. Most students, 38.5% of them, thought that the
use was of high quality, whereas 11% of the students considered the use of digital
tools to be of low quality (Figure 3).
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Figure 3: Use of digital tools

There were several open-ended questions in the study, and the following is an
interpretation of the answers. In comparing online and face-to-face classes, the
students considered online classes to be: more boring (15); more difficult (11); more
exhausting (10); simpler (9), more practical (9), easier (9), more demanding (8), more
monotonous (8), worse (6), more flexible (6), more relaxed (6), more pleasant (4),
more informal (4), cheaper (2), more adaptable (2), more accessible (2), more
uniform (1), more boring (1), more fun (1), more efficient(1), more confused (1),
more modest (1), more demotivating (1).
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Table 1: The students’ answers to the question: What would you change in online classes?

Make them more interactive.

Higher level of organisation.

Obligatory use of cameras to facilitate communication and to know who we are communicating
with.

Higher level of creativity in classes.

I’d like them to be more interactive, so that we get to know each other better.

More time devoted to practical work instead of lectures.

In my opinion, students should be more active in classes so that their activity is not reduced to only
listening.

More creativity, encourage students to take a more active role.

More dynamics in classes, more interaction.

More creativity in teaching, more conversation with students, more everyday examples to facilitate
understanding, less content so that we can acquire and learn it better.

More group work, individual work.

More exercises, practical work.

Mote communication.

The results above confirm the first hypothesis. They demonstrate that students were
satisfied with online classes, but in their opinion, the classes were not very creative.
When comparing online and face-to-face classes, the students were in favour of face-
to-face classes because of the more spontaneous relationship between the teacher
and students which, as they stated, they missed very much, but also because it is
impossible to implement creative, interactive and engaging communicative tasks that

are particularly important in mother tongue (Croatian) classes.

The second research goal was to examine the quality of online classes that were held
and the assessment of the quality of student life during the pandemic. The students
expressed their satisfaction on a scale from 1 (not satisfied at all) to 5 (very satistied).
On average, the students gave the quality of online classes a score of 3.75 (M = 3.75),
ie., the students were mostly satisfied with the quality of online classes. This score
can be compared to the average score they assigned to the creativity of online classes:
3.57 (M = 3.57), and the Wilcoxon test shows a statistically significant difference
between these two scores, i.c., that the students were statistically significantly more

satisfied with the quality of online classes than with their creativity (Figure 4).
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Figure 4: Creativity (M) and quality (M) of online classes on a scale of 1to 5

A 10-point scale was used for the students’ assessment of the quality of their own
lives during the pandemic. On average, they assigned a score of 6.45 (M = 6.45) to
the quality of their own lives, which means that they were neither satisfied nor
dissatisfied with the quality of their lives during the pandemic. Presumably, the
assessment depended on the area where they lived, but also on some other

circumstances in their lives (Figure 5).

40
30
20

10

Figure 5: The students’ quality of life during the pandemic

The described results to a great extent confirm the second hypothesis — that students
are satisfied with the quality of online classes, i.e., that they assess it, on average, as
very good (M = 4) on a scale from 1 to 5. Thus, the second part of the hypothesis,
that students will assess the quality of their lives during the pandemic as a score of 5
on a scale from 1 to 10, is partly confirmed and can be explained by increased
isolation, and reduced possibilities of collaboration, communication and socializing.

However, the results demonstrated that the students were somewhat more
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optimistic than expected, and the average score they used to assess themselves was
6.45.

The third research goal was to examine the students’ habits regarding the way they
spent their free time and their use of social networks and ‘screens’. In their free time,
the students most often socialized with their friends, went for nature walks, watched
films and seties, drew, hiked, did sports, roller skated, rode bikes, but they also
cooked, sewed, played an instrument in a band, played computer games, and
expressed themselves in a creative way (mostly manually). About 28.5% of the
students spent 2 to 3 hours a day on social networks, 27.8% of them spent 3 to 4
hours, and not an insignificant number of them spent more than 6 hours on social
networks. The students were also asked if they study foreign languages in their free
time. Of the total number of participants, 38% of them answered that they did not
study foreign languages in their free time, 30.4% of them study one foreign language,
13% study two foreign languages, and 19% of the students would like to learn a

foreign language, but they lack either time or the financial means to do so.

If one considers all the presented results, the third hypothesis, that most students
spend a minimum of 2 hours a day on social networks and some students more than
that, can be partly confirmed. Most of the students spent more, i.c., 3 to 4 hours a
day on social networks. Moreover, the second part of the hypothesis, that students
study foreign languages and read books, can be partly confirmed, since a certain
percentage of students do so, but there is a significant percentage of students who

engage in other activities.

The fourth research goal was to examine the students’ reading habits. The results
show that almost 40% of the students read in their free time, but it is interesting that
10% of the students stated that they did not read at all in their free time.

More than half, or 54.5% to be precise, of all the students also claimed to be reading
a book at the time of the study. For most of the students, reading was an escape from
reality, relaxation, rest, a sonrce of knowledge and a window to the world. On average, the
students read 5 to 6 books a year, i.e., one book every two months. Most of the
students, 60.4%, read only paper books, and 6,6% of them only read books on digital
devices, whereas 33% of the students read both paper and digital books. The

students mostly used their iPad, smartphone, laptop, or computer to read books in
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a digital form. The students also assessed their reading competences on a scale from
1 to 5. More than half of them, 54.9%, thought they had very good reading
competences, about 12% considered their reading competences to be excellent, and
only 5% of the students were not satisfied with their reading competences (Figure 6).
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Figure 6: The students’ assessment of their reading competences

What students most often read on screens atre the news, motivational articles, articles
about health and self-help, popular psychology, world trivia, and funny and
entertaining texts, i.e., those that are intended to make you laugh. The results showed
that the first part of the fourth hypothesis, that students read one book a montbh, is
to be rejected. The second part of the fourth hypothesis, that students mostly read
paper books and read news and other articles of interest in a digital format, is
confirmed. The third part of the fourth hypothesis, that students will mostly use a
Kindle for reading digital books, is rejected, since students mostly use their
smartphone, iPad, laptop or computer. However, the fourth part of the same
hypothesis is accepted, since the authors confirmed that the students assessed their

reading competences as very good.

The fifth research goal was to examine whether there is a difference between
students regarding their study program: teacher education/eatly childhood and
preschool education. The results show that there is a significant difference in the
students’ attitudes towards creativity in teaching online classes, the number of books
read in a year, and the quality assessment of online classes. Early and preschool
education students assigned statistically significantly better scores both to the quality
and creativity of teaching in online classes, while teacher education students read
significantly more books than early and preschool education students, as indicated
by the results of the Mann Whitney U test on the significance level of 5% (p < .05).



426 PERSPECTIVES ON TEACHER EDUCATION AND DEVELOPMENT

The fifth part of the fifth hypothesis, that teacher education students will read a
significantly greater number of books in a y