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Being an early years educator1 is a responsible job where daily the individ-
ual shows the ability to understand interpersonal relationships, apply 
effective methods of communication in these relationships and devel-

op their social skills. As we, at Srednja vzgojiteljska šola in gimnazija Ljublja-
na, wished to develop these competencies during formal education at the sec-
ondary level, we formulated a project for students of the preschool education 
program. The main aims of the project are to promote broad linguistic diver-
sity and intercultural awareness and thus contribute to the acquisition of key 
competences needed for the students’ successful life and career (communi-
cation skills, interpersonal and social skills, cultural awareness and expres-
sion).We selected 16 students of the 3rd year preschool education program to 
add practical training in English nurseries2 to their existing experiences with 
practical training in Slovenian nurseries. 

Although we recognize that this represents a small group of students in 
the formal education process in addition to having limited experience with 
working in nurseries, we therefore cannot generalize their findings. However 
we think that their unladed view can contribute to the relevant findings on 
interpersonal communication and interpersonal relationship between early 
years educators and children in the nurseries regarding the similarities and 
differences between the Slovenian and English system of early childhood ed-

1 Throughout the paper we will use the term »early years educator« as a uniform term to de-
scribe the professional staff that work with children in nurseries.

2 Throughout the paper we will use the term »nursery« as a uniform term to describe the ear-
ly childhood education and care settings in England and Slovenia. We are aware of different 
types of early childhood education and care settings in England and Slovenia and the differ-
ences between the two systems, the term is used to ease the reading process. 
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ucation and care. In addition to the students’ experiences, we will outline 
the importance of communication in the preschool period and also pres-
ent the two national documents that regulate the institutionalized early 
childhood education and care in Slovenia and in England.

The Definition and Classification of Communication
There is no single, universally accepted usage of the word »communica-
tion«. Definitions differ according to the theorist’s view of communica-
tion. In the scientific study of communication, there are two general and 
basic views about communication: a technical view and a meaning-cen-
tered view (Steinberg, 2007). From a technical point of view, commu-
nication can be defined very simply as sending and receiving messages, or 
the transmission of messages from one person to another. From the mean-
ing-centered view, communication can be defined as a dynamic process of 
exchanging meaningful messages. For the purpose of this article, we used 
Adler’s and Rodman’s (2003) definition of communication as the term for 
the process of human beings responding to the symbolic behavior of oth-
er persons, where the term symbol is used to represent things, processes, 
idea, events etc. 

Communication can be divided into several types according to dif-
ferent criteria: according to the used signs, channel, content, goals, etc. Be-
low, we look at some of the most common classifications of communica-
tion (Ucman, 2003, in Larikov, 2015).

Communication can be direct or indirect. Direct communication is 
when there is no intermediary between the sender and the recipients of 
the message. This is a conversation between two or more people who are 
in contact with each other. Direct communication is generally most ef-
fective for immediate feedback and efficiency is affected primarily by the 
psychological factors of participants to communicate directly. In indirect 
communication there is a communication channel, an intermediary, be-
tween the sender and the recipient of the communication channel of com-
munication. It is less effective than a direct way, since immediate feedback 
is generally not possible and the efficiency can also be reduced by disrup-
tions in the communication channel (Ucman, 2005; in Larikov, 2015).

Communication can be analyzed from a contextual or a relational 
point of view. The contextual aspect deals with the content of the message, 
while relational aspect determines how to understand the relationship be-
tween the sender and the recipient (ibid.).

Communication can be conscious or unconscious. Mostly, we com-
municate consciously and with a particular intent, but many messages are 
transmitted unconsciously. We are fully aware of only some of the mo-
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tives that determine our behavior, some motives we recognize when we 
are alerted to them, but of some we are not aware of and do not recog-
nize them, although they were pointed out to us. We communicate un-
consciously when we use certain gestures, expressions that we have little or 
no control over, as well as when we speak (Larikov, 2015).

Communication can be unidirectional or bidirectional. One-way 
communication means that the impact takes place in one direction only, 
from the sender to the recipient of the message, but with no feedback. 
In this case, this cannot be defined as a dialogue, because the recipient 
does not affect the sender. Two-way communication means that the re-
cipient forwards feedback to the sender. Both the sender and recipient re-
spond, they influence each other, they are complementary and coordinat-
ed. In two-way communication we forward the messages, we accept and 
explain misunderstandings, so this type of communication means higher 
efficiency in solving misunderstandings compared to one-way communi-
cation (Larikov, 2015).

We will now explain the last, but perhaps most common classifica-
tion of communication, but in a context of early childhood education and 
care – that is, of verbal and non-verbal communication.

When we think of communication, we tend to think about spo-
ken messages. However the way in which we understand messages de-
pends on more than words. The tone of voice, gestures, the use of space 
and touch, facial expressions, accent and the clothes of the communicator 
all influence our understanding. Verbal communication refers to the spo-
ken or written signs called words which make up a particular language, 
such as Slovenian or English. People who speak the same language under-
stand one another because they usually ascribe similar meanings to words 
(Steinberg, 2007). 

Education and interactions in the nurseries depend on verbal com-
munication to a large degree, with the use of speech while describing, ex-
plaining or encouraging child’s understanding of activities. Children de-
velop their speaking competency with listening, asking, the formation of 
assumptions and claims and whilst interpreting early years educator’s an-
swers (Larikov, 2015). A. Browns (1996; in Larikov, 2015) connects the suc-
cessfulness of the early years educator to encouraging the speaking devel-
opment of children as being dependent on early years educator’s:

a) understanding of value of the conversation in group (discusses cer-
tain contents and problems together with children, they allow chil-
dren to explain their opinions and expand their knowledge);
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b) standpoint towards verbal communication (if an early years educator 
shows an interest for what children have to say, then children can ex-
press and speak more relaxed);

c) organization of time for conversation (children need opportuni-
ties for testing different manners of speaking in different situations, 
with different partners – with this, they expand also their own vo-
cabulary and they are assimilating grammar);

d) own speaking expression (an early years educator represents an im-
portant adult person in a child’s life, therefore with their manner of 
speaking influences children’s communication);

e) knowledge of strategies and activities that encourage listening and 
speaking in children (they are encouraging speaking development 
with planning and including all sorts of situations, that make talk-
ing and listening of peers possible for children).

Nonverbal communication refers to all human communication that 
does not use written or spoken signs, such as smile or a nod of the head 
(Steinberg, 2007). Essentially, a nonverbal message functions in one of five 
ways: it reinforces or accents the verbal message when it adds to its mean-
ing, it complements the verbal message when it conveys the same mean-
ing, it can contradict the verbal message, it can replace the verbal message 
or it can function to regulate the flow of verbal interaction. Early years 
educators can use their face, eyes, posture, gesture, voice, touch as well 
as clothing, distance, or even physical environment to communicate with 
children in their group (ibid.). 

Each of these types of communication can, of course, be intention-
al (knowingly started and directed) or spontaneous (as a result of a sud-
den impulse or inclination and without premeditation or external stimu-
lus) (Oxford English Dictionary, 2016).

Kurikulim za vrtce and Framework for Early Yeary 
Foundation Stage (EYFS)
In order to compare the two national documents, i.e. Slovenian Kuriku-
lum za vrtce (1999) and English Framework for Early Years Foundation 
Stage (2014), which regulates the center-based early childhood education 
and care in Slovenia and in England, it is necessary to outline the systems 
of early childhood education and care in both countries.

A Brief Review of Early Childhood Education and Care Systems in 
Slovenia and England
There are similarities and differences between the two countries on the 
organizational level of early childhood education and care systems. Both 
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countries have early childhood education and care regulated at the nation-
al level (Kameraman, 2000), but the systems within differ. In Slovenia, we 
have a unitary system of early childhood education and care, which means 
it is organised in a single phase and delivered in nurseries catering for the 
whole age range (children from 11 months until the start of compulso-
ry primary education - the year when the child reaches 6 years) (Euro-
pean Commission/EACEA/Eurydice/Eurostat, 2014). The vast majority 
(nearly 90% in year 2015/2016) of nurseries in Slovenia are public nurseries 
(Predšolska vzgoja in …, 2016). Education and care are intertwined in the 
programs which are carried out in Slovene nurseries. In Slovenia, children 
have a statutory right to a place in a nursery after the end of maternity 
leave. Jurisdictionally Slovene nurseries all fall under the Ministry of Edu-
cation, Science and Sport. Public nurseries receive their financial resourc-
es from the local community (the founder of public nurseries), as well as 
from parental payments that can be subsidized, but only a minority is ex-
empt from payment (Devjak et al., 2012; Lipužič, 2002; Lindeboom and 
Buiskool, 2013; Vidmar and Taštanoska, 2014).

In England the present early childhood education and care system 
has evolved from two separated systems, one being a system where the pri-
mary focus of early childhood was on education and the other being a sys-
tem where the primary focus of early childhood was on care (Early child-
hood education …, 2000). In the 1990’s that slowly started to change into 
an integrated system of education and care where now the Department for 
Education has primary responsibility for early childhood education and 
care in England (ibid.). 

Early childhood education and care in England takes place in a va-
riety of settings in the state sector (state nursery schools, nursery class-
es and reception classes within primary schools) and in voluntary or pri-
vate sector (voluntary pre-schools, playgroups, privately run nurseries or 
child-minders) (Education system in …, 2012). Part of the early childhood 
education and care in England is free of charge for children aged 3 and 4 
years. In recent months, The Childcare Act 2016 was passed which gives 
the right to free childcare to the extent of 38 weeks at 30 hours per week 
for working parents (The Childcare Act, 2016). The remaining is up to the 
parents to decide how, where and if their child will be enrolled in a state 
or a private early childhood education and care setting.

In Slovenia, the area of early childhood education and care is cov-
ered by two mayor laws, one being Zakon o organizaciji in financiranju 
vzgoje in izobraževanja (1996) and the other one Zakon o vrtcih (1996). 
In England, early childhood education and care area is more broadly cov-
ered by different acts such as The Childcare Act (2006, with integration 
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in 2016), The Apprenticeships, Skills, Children and Learning Act (2009), 
The Children and Families Act (2014) and Early years (under 5s) founda-
tion stage framework (EYFS) (2014). Both systems of early childhood ed-
ucation and care have a binding national document that represents and 
sets the basis for the work of early childhood educators in nurseries.

Kurikulum za vrtce
In Slovenian system, Kurikulum za vrtce (1999) represents the profession-
al basis for carrying out the programs of early childhood education and 
care and was adopted in 1999. It is designed to be wider than just an educa-
tional program as its content covers fundamental principles and objectives 
of early childhood education and care and is written with the understand-
ing that the child perceives and understand the world as being wholesome, 
that they develop and learn through an active connection with their so-
cial and physical environment and that they develops their own sociabili-
ty and individuality through interactions with peers and adults in a nurs-
ery (ibid.).

The content of Kurikulum za vrtce is divided into four main parts. 
The first and the second part define the objectives of Kurikulum za vrtce 
and the principles behind these objectives. All of the objectives and the 16 
principles are consistent with the objectives and principles of early child-
hood education and care in Slovenia, as is reflected in legislative docu-
ments. 

The third part includes a description of the characteristics of chil-
dren in pre-primary stage such as knowledge of the child’s development, 
the relational aspect of early childhood education and care, the descrip-
tion of space as an element of the curriculum and the description of co-
operation with parents. The fourth part of Kurikulum za vrtce repre-
sents six prime areas of activity (movement, language, art, society, nature, 
mathematics). Each area defines a description of the area, objectives, pro-
posed examples of contents and activities and the role of adults in educa-
tional work in that area. There are also four support areas that intertwine 
with the prime areas throughout the content of the Kurikulum za vrtce. 
These areas are: health education, safety, traffic education, moral educa-
tion (ibid.).

Kurikulum za vrtce is suitable for all preschool programs, is designed 
for early childhood educators and it emphasizes process-oriented early 
childhood education and care instead of target-oriented (Kurikulum za 
vrtce, 1999; Marjanovič Umek et.al., 2008). With Kurikulum za vrtce Slo-
venia gained a more open program that recognizes professional autonomy 
of early childhood educators in the planning process. This furthermore 
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implies the need for better qualification and greater professional respon-
sibility of early childhood educators (Batistič Zorec, 2003; Kroflič, 2008).

Kurikulum za vrtce is a substantive document that provides a frame-
work for the planning process and implementation of educational activi-
ties for early childhood educators in institutional settings (Dolar Bahovec 
and Golobič Bregar, 2004; Marjanovic Umek et.al., 2008).

Framework for Early Years Foundation Stage 
A similar role as Kurikulum za vrtce in Slovenia has the Framework for 
Early Years Foundation Stage (EYFS) in England, although its content is 
designed wider. The Early Years Foundation Stage came into force in Sep-
tember 2008, and is a single regulatory and quality framework for the pro-
vision of learning, development and care for children in all registered early 
years settings between birth and the age of 5 (Bertram and Pascal, 2000). 

EYFS establishes standards to ensure progress in the development of 
children aged from 0 to 5 years. It focuses on the progress of the individu-
al child and is at the same time focused on the child’s proper preparation 
for school. It seeks to provide quality and consistency in all early years set-
tings, a secure foundation for each child, a partnership between practi-
tioners and with parents and an equality of opportunity for every child 
(EYFS, 2014). 

The document comprises of three sections which are: the learning 
and development requirements, the assessment and the safeguarding and 
welfare requirements (ibid.). 

The learning and development requirements section covers three 
prime areas of learning and development: communication and language, 
physical development and personal, social and emotional development. 
Furthermore these three prime areas are supported with four specific ar-
eas which are: literacy, mathematics, understanding the world and expres-
sive arts and design. EYFS defines the early learning goals for each of these 
areas, prime and specific. 

Every early childhood education and care program must contain ac-
tivities that promote these areas and when planning, they must take into 
account the characteristics of successful learning in early childhood which 
are: play and exploration; active learning; creation and critical thinking 
(ibid.)

The assessment section defines the review of the child’s progress. 
There are two progress checks, one at age two and the other at age five 
(at the end of EYFS). The progress check at the age of two is to assess the 
child’s development in terms of the objectives reached at this age and to 
suggest possible support for the child to be implemented in the institution 
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or to be advised to parents (ibid.). A portfolio is made for each child where 
the early years educators record the child’s progress. The early years educa-
tors are observing children throughout the day and making notes when-
ever a child makes a progress in its development (idib.). 

At the end of EYFS, there is an EYFS Profile made for each child. It 
represents a comprehensive review of the child’s knowledge, skills, prog-
ress and general school readiness (the EYFS profile is given to parents and 
to the school that the child will be attending the following year).

The safeguarding and welfare requirements set out the requirements 
for the safety and welfare of children and staff such as child protection 
(the signs of abuse and how to proceed in a case of abuse); suitable peo-
ple and staff qualifications; staff-child ratios; how to care for children’s 
health; the requirements for the safety of the environment and equip-
ment; information and records (what information is collected, who re-
ports and what, who has access to the data collected, regulations about in-
forming the Office for Standards in Education, Children‘s Services and 
Skills (Ofsted ...) (ibid.).

By comparing the two national documents we can see they represent 
two similar yet also different early childhood education and care systems. 
Both documents share the definition of the main areas of child develop-
ment, which the nurseries should pay particular attention to. We can also 
notice that the prime areas defined by the two documents intertwine (e.g. 
language, mathematics, art), although EYFS (2014) sets the areas wider 
and also includes areas like the child’s emotional and social development. 
The definition of objectives for individual areas of activity in Kurikulum 
za vrtce (1999) is more specific, but it is important to note that the early 
years educators in England have the help in the form of two documents, 
Early years outcomes (2013) and the Early years Foundation stage profile 
(2015). Within the first document, development achievements in all areas 
for a certain age of the child are written (from birth to 60+ months) while 
written in the second document there are details on the purpose and con-
tent of the EYFS profiles for the child. Slovenian Kurikulum za vrtce 
(1999) does not have any similar official documents to help early child-
hood educators. The only exception is perhaps Otrok v vrtcu (Marjanovic 
Umek et. al., 2008), a guide that was first released in 2001.

Comparing the volumes, EYFS is vaster than Kurikulum za vrtce. 
If Kurikulum za vrtce is a more open and substantive document and it 
serves as a professional support for planning, implementation and evalua-
tion of educational activities, then we can say that the EYFS involves the 
process and structural indicators (personnel profiles, cooperation with 
other institutions, the relationship between the early childhood educa-
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tor and children, health care ...) that are not found in Kurikulum za vrt-
ce (EYFS 2014, Kurikulum za vrtce 1999). Maybe the reason behind this 
is the difference in historical development of early childhood education 
and care in both countries (Devjak et al., 2012, Early childhood education 
…, 2000, Education system in …, 2012, European Commission/EACEA/
Eurydice/Eurostat, 2014, Kameraman, 2000, Lipužič, 2002, Lindeboom 
and Buiskool, 2013). Early childhood education and care in Slovenia de-
veloped as a constant and simple system that turned into a more complex, 
more professional-founded system. Early childhood education and care in 
England, on the other hand, can be defined as an attempt to combine dif-
ferent systems in an increasingly uniform (but not entirely uniform) sys-
tem (ibid.). Such a system needs more complex rules in the field of struc-
tural and indirect indicators.

Both the EYFS and Kurikulum za vrtce mention language as one of 
the areas of learning and development. In the remainder of the paper we 
will present how the mentioned areas intertwine in implementing curric-
ulum.

Communication, Interaction and Quality of Early 
Childhood Education and Care
Communication to an early years educator is, for a child, simply a contin-
uation of communication that they established in family (Devjak, Novak 
and Lepičnik Vodopivec, 2009). It is also one of the key routes in achiev-
ing the goals of early childhood education. Communication between chil-
dren and early years educators is an active link, which must be uncondi-
tional and positive. Therefore, the early years educator must handle their 
verbal or nonverbal communication intentionally, independently, crea-
tively and goal-orientated. Quality interaction and communication in 
the educational world of the field of early childhood education represents 
a multi-faceted process and because it is impossible not to communicate 
with each other, we must consciously strive towards all aspect of this pro-
cess (Devjak and Petek, 2011).

Establishing suitable communication between an adult and a child 
and between children in the playgroup could be one the most important 
tasks of an early years educator. It is important that an early years educator 
plans activities appropriately, that they engages in them, encourages and 
develops communication and expressing of children, expands a child’s 
speech and offers as many as possible opportunities for expressing. An ear-
ly years educator can carry out all of it successfully with appropriate funds 
and materials, encouraging mutual communication of children at play, 
within daily routine activities and also with directed activities in smaller 
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group and with a suitably organized place. A child must be engaged in di-
verse activities actively, must have enough possibilities for listening, talk, 
narrative, describing, explaining, explaining, the dialogue conversation 
etc. This way, child’s vocabulary expands and social and cognitive devel-
opment are also being encouraged (Janžič, 2011). As Kumer (2014) points 
out, the competent early years educator acknowledges the importance of 
quality communication, which influences well-being, acceptance and co-
operation, and the need to develop this competence throughout lifelong 
learning.

The importance of communication in early childhood education 
and care is recognized by both national documents that outline early 
childhood education in England and Slovenia, Statutory Framework for 
the Early Years Foundation Stage (2014) and Kurikulum za vrtce (1999). 
To start with early childhood education and care in England, the Statuto-
ry Framework for the Early Years Foundation Stage (2014) defines »com-
munication and language« as one of the three prime areas and therefore 
recognizes communication as a crucial developmental area for supporting 
other specific developmental areas (literacy, mathematics, understanding 
the world and expressive arts and design). According to this document, 
educational programs should involve activities, opportunities and expe-
riences for children to develop their confidence and skills in expressing 
themselves, to experience a rich language environment and to speak and 
listen in a range of situations. According to the , Framework for the Ear-
ly Years Foundation Stage (2014) the early learning goals in the area of 
communication and language are (1) listening and attention (children lis-
ten attentively in a range of situation; they listen to stories, accurately an-
ticipating key events and respond to what they hear with relevant com-
ments, questions and actions; they give their attention to what others say 
and respond appropriately, while engaged in another activity), (2) under-
standing (children follow instructions involving several ideas or actions; 
they answer »how« and »why« questions about their experiences and 
in response to stories or events) and (3) speaking (children express them-
selves effectively, showing awareness of the listeners’ needs; the use of past, 
present and future forms accurately when talking about events that have 
happened or are to happen in the future; they develop their own narra-
tives and explanations by connecting ideas or events). The use of quali-
ty communication is also emphasized in one of the four themes of the 
Statutory Framework for the Early Years Foundation Stage (ibid.) that 
is in positive relationships. Through positive relationships children learn 
to be strong and independent. According to this document positive re-
lationships should be warm and loving and foster a sense of belonging, 
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sensitive and responsive to the child’s needs, feelings and interests, sup-
portive of the child’s own efforts and independence, consistent in setting 
clear boundaries, stimulating and built on key person relationships in ear-
ly years settings.

Secondly, the contents of Slovenian national document for early 
childhood education and care, Kurikulum za vrtce (1999), underline the 
importance of communication as well. Although we could connect com-
munication to various curricular principles, mentioned in Kurikulum za 
vrtce (ibid.), the principle of active learning and enabling possibilities for 
verbalization and other ways of expressing is the one that directly refers to 
it. It points out the importance of enabling and encouraging children to 
verbally communicate and express themselves in various ways while pay-
ing attention to their individual needs, interests and the right to privacy, 
and the importance of enabling and encouraging the use of language in 
different functions. The early years educators should set an example with 
their communication and, at the same time, plan and carry out the ac-
tivities to develop children’s language, which is defined as one of the six 
prime curricular areas. One of the goals in that particular curricular area 
is for children to listen to language and to engage in communication pro-
cesses with children and adults, and therefore developing verbal and non-
verbal communication, different styles of communication, politeness and 
culture of communication.

Kurikulum za vrtce (1999) directly describes the sought-after inter-
action and relationships between early years educators and children. An 
early years educator is seen as a regulator of interaction, but not a directive 
one. The important elements of interaction between the early years educa-
tor and the children (and among children themselves) is the frequency of 
positive interactions with children (smile, touch, speaking on the level of 
children’s eyes); responding to children’s questions and requests, encour-
aging questions, discussions, involvement; encouraging children to share 
their experience, ideas and feelings; attentive and respectful listening; the 
use of positive instructions and directions (encouraging expected behav-
ior, redirecting to a more acceptable activity and behaviour, solving con-
flict in a socially acceptable manner, consistent and very clear instructions 
and no critiques, punishments or humiliation in a general way) and en-
couraging appropriate independency (according to the child’s age). 

Last but not least, the quality of communication can be understood 
also as an indicator of the quality of early childhood education and care. 
Marjanovič Umek, Fekonja, Kavčič and Poljanšek (2002) list structur-
al and process indicators of early childhood education and care quality, 
which - in mutual interaction- either directly or indirectly enable the con-
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ditions for child’s development and learning in the context of nursery. 
Social interactions between a child and early years educator, the use of 
speech in different speaking positions, the child’s well-being, engagement, 
responsiveness and sensibility of an early years educator, are all consid-
ered as process indicators of quality early childhood education and care. 
Their self-evaluation questionnaire for nurseries, in which they employ a 
seven point rating scale for different process indicators, including infor-
mal use of speech, encouragement of speech comprehension, encourage-
ment of verbal expression, frequency of book-reading and picture - nar-
rating activities, communication encouragement, and connecting speech 
to thinking and various aspects of social interactions. With this self-eval-
uation questionnaire the early years educators can get an over-all and de-
tailed insight of the quality of their work in nursery and we used it as a 
theoretical background of our focus interview.

Problem
There is quite a history of comparing different national early education 
and care systems. The comparison of these systems is mostly based on 
quantitative research and statistical data analyses, while direct classroom 
experience and in-depth information is rarely considered. In our paper, 
we wanted to introduce a different, direct, although a subjective look of 
future early years educators on an area that is an important indicator of 
quality of early education and care – communication. 

The purpose of this paper is to answer the question of how the dif-
ferences between Slovenian and English early childhood education and 
care system reflect in interpersonal communication and interpersonal re-
lationship between early years educators and children in nursery. We fo-
cused primarily on the differences in communication and interpersonal 
relationship between early years educator and a child. 

We expect that the results will show that differences in communi-
cation exist, notably in events and activities tied to the prescribed frame-
work of early childhood education and care system in each country. At 
the same time, we expect that the quality of interpersonal relationships 
is tied also to individual personality characteristics (e.g. age or sex) of ear-
ly years educators rather than just the differences within the prescribed 
framework of early childhood education and care.
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Method
We use a qualitative research approach, direct unscientific observation to 
participation in a natural situation, focus interview and analysis of doc-
uments as data collection techniques (e.g. Kurikulum za vrtce, Statuto-
ry Framework for the Early Years Foundation Stage, nursery publications, 
students written records, etc.). 

Description of the Sample
The sample consists of 17-year-old female students of the 3rd year pre-
school education program from Srednja vzgojiteljska šola in gimnazija 
Ljubljana who attended a 14-day international mobility in Leeds in Eng-
land within the Erasmus + Project World in our hands. The project in-
volves 16 students, but the focus interview was attended by 10 students. 
Students had practical training in Leeds in eight nurseries which differ 
from one another: 

– Nursery 1 is a private nursery part of a larger group of nurseries and 
was attended by 43 children. It was registered in 1997. Latest Ofst-
ed report on the quality and standards of the early years provision: 
good3.

– Nursery 2 is a playgroup run by the local Methodist church and was 
registered in 1974. 20 children were attending. Latest Ofsted report 
on the quality and standards of the early years provision: good.

– Nursery 3 and Nursery 4 are private nurseries part of a larger group 
of nurseries. Nursery 3 was registered in 2010 and was attended by 
80 children. Latest Ofsted report on the quality and standards of the 
early years provision: outstanding. Nursery 4 was registered in 2005 
and was attended by 69 children. Latest Ofsted report on the quali-
ty and standards of the early years provision: good.

– Nursery 5 is a private nursery. It was registered in 2011 and was at-
tended by 59 children. Latest Ofsted report on the quality and stand-
ards of the early years provision: outstanding. 

– Nursery 6 is a private nursery part of a larger group of nurseries that 
were established in 1989. This particular nursery was opened in 2015. 
No Ofsted report on the quality and standards of the early years pro-
vision yet. 

– Nursery 7 is a private bilingual (English/Lithuanian) nursery. It was 
registered in 2014 and was attended by 30 children. Latest Ofsted re-
port on the quality and standards of the early years provision: good.

3 Ofsted grades on a scale from 1 to 4, grade 1 being outstanding, grade 2 – good, grade 3 - 
requires improvement and grade 4 – inadequate.
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– Nursery 8 is a voluntary nursery. It was registered in 2005 and was 
attended by 45 children. Latest Ofsted report on the quality and 
standards of the early years provision: outstanding.

Students involved in the project previously had 14 days of practical 
training in Slovenian nurseries in the first two years of their education in 
preschool education program. They had their previous practical training 
in 16 different nurseries from 16 different towns in Slovenia. 15 nurseries 
were public nurseries and 1 was a private nursery run by Karitas. 11 nurs-
eries were independent nurseries while 5 nurseries were part of a prima-
ry school. All of the nurseries followed the program Kurikulum za vrtce 
(1999).

Research Instruments
For the purpose of the focus interview we created a network plan with el-
ementary questions covering the following four areas:

1. The non-verbal communication:
In non-verbal communication, we focus on two areas, the first being the 
perception of facial expressions, tone of voice, relaxation in the relation-
ship, establishing physical contact, eye contact and the second being the 
use of non-verbal communication to control the behavior of children.

2. Verbal communication:
In verbal communication, we focus on asking questions and the use of ex-
planation (the use of closed and open questions, the explanation used for 
description of events, the characteristics of objects or phenomena ...) and 
the use of verbal communication to control the behavior of children.

3. Encouraging communication:
We focus mainly on encouraging communication activities with children 
when changing clothes, during daily routines, during free activities …

4. Spontaneous communication:
We focus on the spontaneous involvement of early years educator in talks, 
taking the initiative to communicate, do they engage in discussions with 
children as an equal interlocutor or are they taking control in communi-
cation.

The students attended a 68-hour course in communication skills in 
their 2nd year of education in preschool education program. They did not 
have observation forms for interpersonal relationship and communica-
tion present at the nurseries, but they had observation guidelines for their 
written daily record of activities in the nurseries. 
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Procedure
The procedure was conducted in two parts. First, we examined documen-
tation regarding the organization of systems of early childhood education 
and care in Slovenia and England. We reviewed the national documents 
of the two countries, Kurikulum za vrtce (1999) the Framework for Ear-
ly Years Foundation Stage (EYFS, 2014) and some legislative documents.

Secondly we conducted a group focus interview. The interview took 
place on 31. 3. 2016 and lasted about 60 minutes in total. We asked the stu-
dents questions from the network plan and the majority of students an-
swered questions from all the areas. If a student wished not to answer a 
question we didn’t force an answer. The questions followed the areas as 
written above. In case of doubt, we asked sub-questions relating to the dis-
cussed area. The conversation was recorded with a recorder and we then 
made a verbatim transcript.

The main questions asked for each of the four areas were:

1. The non-verbal communication:
Early years educators constantly use non-verbal communication (ade-
quate physical contact, eye contact, body responsiveness ...). Some also 
use non-verbal communication to control the behavior of children (e.g. to 
praise they applaud, to calm a child they touch their shoulder …).

How much and what non-verbal communication have you observed 
in nurseries in Leeds?

Do your observations differ in any way from your experiences with 
practical training in Slovenian nurseries?

2. Verbal communication:
Early years educators ask questions, they explain to children what‘s hap-
pening around them, they explain the characteristics of objects or phe-
nomena. Some also use verbal communication to control the behavior of 
children (e.g. they praise the children, they moderate their behavior …).

How much and what verbal communication have you observed in 
nurseries in Leeds? What was the main purpose of verbal communica-
tion?

Do your observations differ in any way from your experiences with 
practical training in Slovenian nurseries?

3. Encouraging communication:
Early years educators encourage communication during activities with 
children e.g.when they are changing children’s clothes, during daily rou-
tines, during planned activities in the play corners. 
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Have you observed any kind of communication encouragement in 
nurseries in Leeds?

Do your observations differ in any way from your experiences with 
practical training in Slovenian nurseries?

4. Spontaneous communication:
Early years educators spontaneously engage in communication with chil-
dren e.g. when they take the initiative to communicate with children, 
when they engage in discussions with children as an equal interlocutor or 
they can even assume control of the communication.

Have you observed any kind of spontaneous communication in 
nurseries in Leeds?

Do your observations differ in any way from your experiences with 
practical training in Slovenian nurseries?

Results and Interpretation
Focus Interview
Non-verbal Communication
The students did not detect many noticeable differences in the use of 
non-verbal communication between English and Slovenian nurseries. 
Most of them connected the use of non-verbal communication to the per-
sonal characteristics of early years educators, such as age and work moti-
vation.

Some of them mentioned a more restrained attitude to children in 
English nurseries, as Student 4 said: »…as if they were afraid to touch 
them or to develop an attachment to them«. Two students (Student 4 
and Student 7) reported of a more relaxed attitude towards younger chil-
dren as opposed to older ones – the early years educators were holding 
them more, allowing them to sit in their laps and comforting them when 
they were crying, while they interacted less with the older ones. The ear-
ly years educators in English nurseries didn’t refuse physical contact with 
the children, and if a child came to them they comforted them. The stu-
dents thought that there is more physical contact in Slovenian nurseries 
and that the early years educators show more affection in a non-verbal way 
than in English nurseries. As for the use of non-verbal communication 
for behavior regulation the students noticed that the early years educators 
used more non-verbal communication to praise the child’s achievements 
and didn’t use that much non-verbal communication for unwanted or un-
acceptable behavior. The students noticed that non-verbal communica-
tion for praising the child’s achievements in English nurseries was more 
obvious when the early years educators were filling out the portfolios of 
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children. Non-verbal communication for praising the child’s achieve-
ments involved clapping, smiling, frequent eye contact while non-verbal 
communication for the regulation of unwanted behavior included serious 
facial expression, stern looks and finger pointing. 

Student 2 linked the non-verbal skills for the regulation of the be-
havior of Slovenian early years educators with educator’s age and therefore 
their education (meaning that the younger early years educators knowl-
edge is more contemporary). She said that in her experience the younger 
early years educators used more appropriate ways of non-verbal communi-
cation when addressing the child than the older ones.

Verbal Communication
The students perceived more verbal communication between early years 
educators and children in Slovenian nurseries compared to English nurs-
eries. They reported that Slovenian early years educators use more verbal 
communication throughout the whole day with more use of describing 
everyday activities (present and future activities of the group or individ-
ual), giving explanations, asking questions (frequent use of open- and 
closed-ended questions or asking questions about the child’s activities). 
Student 10 said: “/…/ as much as I could hear, their early years educators 
didn’t talk to them for example now we’re going to put on the trousers and 
socks and now the slippers, as we are used to in Slovenia, where we use that 
speech to develop their vocabulary.”. 

In English nurseries verbal communication appeared mostly while 
filling out the portfolios. One of the nurseries had a list of questions for 
encouraging the child’s play in every play area but Student 4 said the early 
years educators didn’t use them except when they were filling out the port-
folio. Our students tried to explain the difference in the use of verbal com-
munication between Slovene and English nurseries with the number of 
early years educators in a group – because there were more early years ed-
ucators in English nurseries4 they had less chance to communicate with 
the whole group so they communicated more with one or two children. In 
Slovene nurseries there are two early years educators and they are more ac-
customed to addressing the whole group and each child. Student 8 said: “I 
noticed, in England, that the early years educators talked more with one 
or two children, it wasn’t often that they talked with all of them. In Slove-
nia we have an activity called morning circle and there is a chance for each 
child to tell something and then everybody talks to each other.” 

4 The early years educator: child ratio in nurseries increases with the age of children and 
goes from 1:3 to 1:13 in English nurseries and from 1:6 to 1:11 in Slovene nurseries. The ratio 
in English nurseries is more flexible to changes (European Commission/EACEA/Eury-
dice/Eurostat, 2014). 
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Another reason our students found the difference of the use of ver-
bal communication between English and Slovenian nurseries is that Slo-
venian nurseries have a daily routine that includes a planned activity car-
ried out by the early years educator. In their opinion, the English early 
years educators don’t have to communicate as much with the children, be-
cause their main focus is on observation and taking notes of the child’s de-
velopment.

Regarding the use of verbal communication for regulating behav-
ior the students noticed that in English nurseries the early years educators 
used a lot of praise again especially when observing the child and filling 
out the portfolio. In their opinion, the Slovenian early years educators use 
praise as well, but not as much as the English early years educators.

Some of our students described a practice in English nurseries where 
the early years educator sent a child who was misbehaving to sit away from 
the group. After a while the early years educator came to the child and 
talked to him about his behavior. The students did not report about any 
special observations regarding the use of verbal communication for reg-
ulating unwanted behavior in Slovenia nurseries but they did mention a 
practice where early years educator takes the child that was misbehaving 
to another group and leaves them there. After a little while the early years 
educator comes back and takes the child back to his group. 

Encouraging Communication
The students reported that they perceived more communication encour-
aging activities in Slovenian nurseries than in English nurseries. They no-
ticed that communication when encouraging activities in English nurs-
eries occurred mostly when the child was doing an activity and the early 
years educator interacted with the child to observe their development and 
take notes for the child’s portfolio. The students said that in Slovenia, the 
early years educator tend to encourage communication with the children 
as a group and/or the child as an individual regardless of the activity or 
part of the daily routine.

Spontaneous Communication
Regarding the differences in the amount of spontaneous communication 
in different English nurseries, the students had various experiences. Some 
of them observed more spontaneous communication, others less. Some of 
them thought they perceived more spontaneous communication in Slo-
venia, as Student 6 said: “In my nursery, in England, there was spontane-
ous communication, but not as much as in my Slovenian nursery. When 
the early years educator was with a child, engaged in an activity, she was 
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asking him, what he is doing and…to whom will he give this, why does he 
need this…In Slovenia, I think, the early years educator is more engaging, 
knows the children better, asks them even about family members…”

Conclusions
In this paper we tried to show the differences in interpersonal relation-
ships and communication between the early childhood education and 
care systems in Slovenia and in England as observed by students during 
their practical training in nurseries in both countries. The analysis of the 
national documents regulating early childhood education and care i.e. 
Slovenian Kurikulum za vrtce (1999) and English Early Years Foundation 
Stage (2014) revealed contextual differences between the two documents. 
Early Years Foundation Stage (ibid.) requires a different planning method 
and implementation of educational activities from early years educators, 
which focuses mainly on observation of the child’s individual develop-
ment without their influence on the child’s development while Kuriku-
lum za vrtce (1999) helps early years educators to actively contribute to and 
help the child’s development. Both documents however list communica-
tion as one of the child’s important developmental areas.

According to our results, we did not find many noticeable differenc-
es in the use of non-verbal communication between English and Slove-
nian nurseries, only in more often observed physical contact in Sloveni-
an nurseries, mostly to show affection towards children. The differences, 
however, were more often connected to the personal characteristics of ear-
ly years educators, such as age and work motivation. Therefore we could 
assume that the differences within each group of observed early years ed-
ucators are larger than between the groups of English an Slovenian early 
years educators.

The differences were, however, observed on the use of verbal commu-
nication. These differences can be explained by two major factors: (1) the 
ratio between the number of early years educators and children in Slove-
nian and English nurseries, and (2) the main focus of each national early 
childhood education and care system (daily routine vs. observing child’s 
development through portfolio). Since there are less early years educators 
in a group in Slovenian nurseries, the verbal communication is more need-
ed and, so, more often used. While the amount of interaction, and there-
fore verbal communication in English nurseries is focused mostly on the 
event (or procedure) of filling out the children’s portfolios, the interac-
tion and verbal communication in Slovenian nurseries is effectuated and 
distributed through the day, naturally with its peak during daily planned 
activity. This was also observed in comparing the use of communication 
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for encouraging activities between early years educators in Slovenian and 
English nurseries.

Regarding the differences in the amount of spontaneous communi-
cation in different English nurseries, the students had various experiences 
and therefore we could not make any conclusions. 

Considering that interaction between early years educators and chil-
dren derives from all of the observed types of communication, we could 
assume that the structural differences (such as the size of the nursery, the 
ratio between the number of early years educators per child etc.) and pro-
cess differences (focus on daily routine vs. focus on portfolio) connected 
with the amount and distribution of interaction in a similar way as com-
munication. The conclusions or comparison about the contents of these 
interactions can, however, not be made.

We would like to emphasize that all of the conclusions above were 
made based on the subjective experiences and views of students, future 
early years educators, and should be considered with appropriate caution. 
They do, however, suggest that structural (as listed above), indirect (e.g. 
early year educator’s personal characteristics, professional development, 
work motivation and satisfaction etc.) and process (e.g. activities in nurs-
eries or program implementation) indicators of both national preschool 
systems certainly have an impact on interpersonal relationships and com-
munication in nurseries. In the future it would, of course, be necessary to 
include also quantitative research methods and to include cultural differ-
ences between countries and personality characteristics of early years edu-
cators in the independent variables.
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