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Original research paper

Professional training: Experiences and attitudes of early childhood teachers in
Croatia

Katarina Bogati¢
Adrijana Visnji¢ — Jevtic¢
Sanja Simel Pranji¢

Abstract: This paper explores Croatian early childhood teachers’ experiences and attitudes towards
their own professional training. Emphasis is put on professional training in the field of researching one’s
own practice, critical reflection, and self-evaluation. If professional training is prescribed “externally”,
one can question the following: are we discussing real, authentic, intrinsically motivated professional
development, or rather, are we dealing with an instrumental approach to professional training,
motivated by formal acquisition of a certain level of professional status. The paper presents results
from a survey conducted with 163 early childhood teachers regarding their experiences and attitudes
towards professional training. Results are considered in relation to contemporary theoretical
approaches and policies of professional training and development, revealing that participants prefer
professional trainings where they play active roles to theoretical lectures. However, they are less willing
to engage in researching their own practice, which implicates the need for academic or expert
leadership and support in this complex endeavour, as well as developing research competences.

Keywords: early childhood teachers, educational policies, professional development, professional
training, theoretical approaches.

Introduction and theoretical overview

In academic and professional literature on early childhood education as well as in educational
policies there is an ever-increasing emphasis on professional training and development of early
childhood teachers (further referred to as teachers) (Carpenter, 2016). Thus, professional training is
imposed as one of the obligations of teachers. However, if professional training is prescribed
“externally”, does it represent authentic, intrinsically motivated professional development for
teachers, or is it an externally motivated, instrumental approach to professional training?

Reviewing the literature, one can observe a departure from “traditional” forms of professional
training (short, one-day, standardized workshops and lectures), towards a consideration of the
relationship between the aforementioned professional training and practice. Authors argue that the
“traditional” forms of professional training cannot change teachers’ beliefs and practices or
competency levels (Day & Sachs, 2005). The “contemporary” concept of professional training is
advocated as an integral part of teachers’ professional development. Professional development is
defined as “a hugely complex intellectual and emotional endeavour” encompassing “a range of
activities — formal and informal — which meet the thinking, feeling, acting, life, context and change
purposes of teachers over the span of their careers” (Day & Sachs, 2005, p. 3). In other words,
professional development is conceptualized as the sum of intentional and non-intentional learning
experiences, which are “of direct and indirect benefit to an individual, group” (Day, 1999, p. 4) or an
institution, and which contribute to improved educational quality (Bleach, 2014; Hadley,
Waniganayake & Shepherd, 2015; Zaslow, Tout, Halle, Vick Whittaker & Lavelle, 2004). Some authors
have taken the terminological and theoretical deliberations concerning professional development
even further, discussing a possible departure from the notion of 'professional development' towards
the notion of 'professional learning', in the sense of debating whether this notion is more adequate in
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terms of bringing to the fore the highly significant contextual, “situated” nature of learning and the
professionals’ activity within the learning process (e.g. Edwards & Nuttall, 2009, p. 2). However, we
have chosen to use the term professional development because it includes intentional and
unintentional learning experiences, so we use it as a wider term.

We wonder from whose perspective this “usefulness” is considered, and what is implied by
the “quality” of education — the outcome or the process? Kennedy (2015) believes that the purposes
of professional development can be placed on a continuum from performance to development. Within
performance purposes, professional development is seen as a way to meet external demands -
“priorities” of education policies (Kennedy, 2015, p. 1). The emphasis is on the organization,
performance, and learning outcomes, and is deemed useful if it meets the set standards. Within
development purposes, professional development is useful if it meets the specific needs of a particular
teacher. It represents a sort of contextualisation and individualization of professional development in
terms of taking into account the specifics of a certain sociocultural context and educational institution,
but also the “biographical contexts” of a teacher (in terms of past experiences, present practices, and
future expectations) (Kelchtermans, 2005, p. 225; Hadley et al., 2015; Kennedy, 2015).

Advocating for the contextualization and individualization of professional development in
practice is manifested in the expansion of forms, locations, and practices of professional training (Day
& Sachs, 2005). Due to this, there are more and more examples of teachers researching their own
practice, critically rethinking their practice, evaluating it, and thus changing it (Colwell, 2015). The
contextualisation and individualisation are imposed by lifelong learning policies. The question is
whether it is possible to speak of meeting teachers’ individual needs and their internal motivation
(Colwell, 2015). As stated by Day and Sachs (2005), dominant programs within professional
development policies are often a reflection of how those who are external to the educational practice
take note of teachers’ needs, which is not necessarily in line with their true needs. Uljens (2006) argues
that, “if critical thinking as rational reflection” is imposed or required, then “critical thinking would
have no critical power” (Uljens, 2006, p. 7).

Furthermore, although advocating for professional development in terms of researching one’s
own practice is justified by obtaining relevant, useful, and applicable data for practitioners, Elliott
(2005) wonders whether this represents an instrumentalization of teachers in terms of emphasizing
“practical” knowledge, which detaches them from fundamental questions on the purposes of
education (Elliot, 2005, p. 267). Within the critical discourse on professional development one can
observe advocacy for evaluating the usefulness of professional training as part of professional
development from teachers’ perspectives (Colwell, 2012).

Webster-Wright (2009) states that professional development policies still privilege a content
transmission model, instead of focusing on more authentic learning wherein teachers are seen as
“grateful recipients” (Day & Sachs, 2005, p. 27) of professional development. Kennedy (2015) also
points out a contradiction between theoretical considerations of professional development and what
is advocated through educational policies, such as the financing of “rigorous quantitative studies” on
the relationship between the teachers’ professional development and children’s achievements
(Kennedy, 2015, p. 2). There is an observable contradiction between system requirements, educational
policy, and teachers’ experiences and needs.

The aforementioned tendencies of contextualization and individualization of professional
development bring to the forefront the importance of gaining insight into professional training as part
of professional development from the perspective of teachers who are “internal,” not “external” to
everyday practice. Likewise, given research results on the “resilience of intuitive beliefs” of teachers’
in connection to “educational impacts during initial education” (Domovi¢ & Vizek-Vidovi¢, 2013, p. 493)
and their relevance in relation to the teachers’ conceptualizations and practices (McLeod, 2015;
Salamon, Sumsion, Press & Harrison 2015), it is necessary to gain insight into teachers’ perspectives
regarding professional training.

Varga-Atkins, Qualter and O’Brien (2009) categorized teachers’ attitudes towards professional
training into five levels: from placing a high value on professional training and participating in its
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realization, to seeing professional training as a useless imposition. Lepi¢nik Vodopivec (2012) also
investigated early childhood teachers’ attitudes regarding professional development and discovered
that professional motives “prevail” over material motives regarding involvement in professional
training. Teachers in aforementioned study seem aware of the need for long life learning in their
profession and seem to be intrinsically motivated as opposed to externally motivated by rewards such
as promotions or pay increases (Kennedy, 2005). Lepi¢nik Vodopivec’s (2012) research has also shown
that teachers see long-lasting studying as the most effective form of professional training, followed by
pedagogical workshops and seminars. In relation to organizers of professional trainings, teachers who
participated in the abovementioned research expressed an interest towards local experts; while only
a very small number of teachers (3 teachers or 2.7%) expressed interest in their colleagues as
organizers of different forms of professional training.

Blazevi¢ and Juki¢ (2004) examined teachers’ motivation for and preferences regarding
professional training and found that teachers consider professional training to be valuable for their
practice. These authors found that teachers reported internal motivation as the primary reason for
participating in various forms of professional training. When it comes to forms of professional training,
the participants in BlaZevi¢ and Juki¢’s (2004) study preferred independent reading, school seminars,
and exchange of experiences with their colleagues as opposed to trainings by external experts. Recent
research (Opfer & Pedder, 2010; Bogati¢, 2016) on the subject has found differing opinions. In Opfer
and Pedder ‘s (2010) study, teachers stated that they wanted more professional training opportunities
that could be defined as “contemporary” professional development, such as cooperation with
colleagues and researching their own practice. Also, they questioned the subject matter of the
professional training in which they participated, complaining that the mostly “traditional” topics do
not affect their practice. Teachers in Bogati¢’s (2016) study wanted the possibility of directing their
own professional development and emphasized the importance of situational embeddedness and
relevance of professional development in relation to context, seeing it as useful for increasing their
professional confidence.

In sum, previous research indicates that practitioners are aware of the contradictions between
what is required of them and their own interests and needs. Research emphasizes the importance of
intrinsic motivation for professional development and the difference between the “traditional” and
“contemporary” concepts of professional training as part of professional development. From the
practitioners’ point of view, a greater value is attributed to the “contemporary” concept of
professional development (Bogatic, 2016).

Aim and methodology

The aim of this research project was to gain insight into Croatian early childhood teachers’
perspective regarding professional training based on their sociodemographic characteristics (age,
years of experience, professional status). Regarding the context, Croatian early childhood education
(ECE) is organized in ECE institutions for children from 0 to 7 years old. Institutions are regulated by
the Ministry of Science and Education. The minimum requirement for ECE teachers is a bachelor’s
degree in ECE. ECE teachers and other professionals who have the appropriate professional education
prescribed by law and meet the evaluation criteria established by this Regulations, can advance in the
profession and acquire positions: educator mentor, educator advisor, professional associate mentor,
expert associate advisor (State regulations on the ways and conditions for professional promotion of
early childhood teachers and other professionals working in kindergartens (1997) (further referred to
as State regulations).

For the purposes of this descriptive survey study, a revised questionnaire was constructed based on
the one constructed and used by Babi¢ and Irovi¢ (2003). An initial version of the revised questionnaire
was used on a small sample in a preliminary study (Bogati¢, 2016) which indicated some parts of the
guestionnaire requiring further revision. The second revised version of the questionnaire consisted of
two parts: the first part gathered socio-demographic data about the respondents and the second part
contained questions pertaining to the topics and forms of professional training early childhood
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teachers mostly engaged in and the institutions organizing them. Next, teachers evaluated the
usefulness of professional training sessions they participated in during the previous pedagogical year.
Teachers were questioned about their views on the importance of professional development in
general, the importance of theoretical and/or practical knowledge and experiences in professional
development, and their suggestions regarding the content and forms of future professional training.
Finally, teachers evaluated the importance of elements of their professional-pedagogical work in
relation to their professional development. This section of the questionnaire is based on the elements
from the policy document State regulations (1997), used for determining teacher excellence.

The average age of respondents (N=163) was 38.66 years of age (SD 10.11), with the youngest
respondent being 23 and the oldest 59 years of age. The average length of the respondents’
professional experience was 14.42 years (SD 10.76), ranging from beginners without any professional
experience to respondents with 39 years of professional experience. The respondents were employed
in institutions of early childhood education located in six regions of Croatia. The majority of
respondents (93.2%) had completed their undergraduate education. The highest number of
respondents held the position of early childhood teachers (84.7%), apprentice teachers represented
2.5% of the respondents, while teachers with a supervisory position represented 8.8% of participants.
Among those who held supervisory positions, 7.4% were mentors and 1.2% were counsellors. Of the
total number of respondents, 39.1% were members of professional associations, with the most
association being the Early Childhood Teachers Association of Medimurje County “Krijesnice” (65.5%).
All of the participants were women.

Surveys were distributed in paper form at professional gatherings (i.e. lectures, conferences).
Gathered data was analysed using IBM SPSS software, version 23.

Results and discussion

Analysis of research results revealed that the respondents named workshops as the most
common form of professional training that they have engaged in, while the least common form were
teacher councils (meetings of professional staff of an ECE institution (i.e. teachers, psychologists,
speech therapists, pedagogues). Thereby, they mostly engaged in forms of professional training that
involved their active participation, but not necessarily their position as the ones heading the
professional training (Table 1).

Table 1 Frequency of professional training in regard to professional training forms

Previous professional development Frequency Percentage
Workshops, participating 141 87%
Professional conferences, participating 121 74%
Teacher councils, participating 59 36%
Workshops, heading 34 21%
Professional conferences, presenting 24 15%
Teacher councils, presenting 14 9%

Respondents stated that during the last five years (Table 2) they most frequently participated
in professional training organized by their institution of employment (N=134; 82%), while they least
often participated in professional training organized by catechetical offices (N=15, 9%). Catechetical
offices are responsible for educating teachers working in special (religious) programmes within early
childhood education institutions. It is evident that teachers are more likely to participate in
professional training organized by their own institution, as opposed to external institutions, which
corresponds with the tendencies of the “contemporary” perception of contextualized professional
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development. The importance of professional development’s relevance in relation to the context is
also apparent in previous research (Brown et al., 2001, Hustler et al., 2003). These authors found
teachers more likely to be involved in professional development activities in familiar contexts such as
their own institutions. Our results may also indicate that catechetical offices are less likely to organize
professional training, or that a smaller number of people are interested in the topics they decide to
deal with. Teachers participated 4.68 times on average (SD = 4.27) in professional training sessions
organized by CETTA (Croatian Education and Teacher Training Agency) within the last 5 years, which is
less then once in a year. Given that one of CETTA’s purposes is to be the leading organizer of teacher
professional development events in the Republic of Croatia, this result indicates a possible
unavailability of professional training for a number of reasons (i.e. lack of events, organization of
events during respondents’ working hours, limited number of participants at organized events,
insufficient funding or others).

Table 2 Organiser of professional training

Organizer Frequency Percentage
Institution of employment 134 82%
Croatian Education and Teacher Training Agency (CETTA) 134 82%
Associations 85 52%
Other educational institutions (i.e. Universities) 83 51%
Catechetical offices 15 9%

The respondents evaluated training that combined both theory and practice as the most useful
form of professional training (75%), possibly due to their awareness of the emergence of new forms
of knowledge which need to complement and replace existing ones (Carpenter, 2016). Twenty-five
percent (25%) of participants evaluated training that aimed to present practical experiences as the
most useful form of training. None of the respondents evaluated training focused on theoretical
knowledge as the most useful most form of training. These results are similar to those obtained in the
preliminary research (Bogati¢, 2016). Such perspectives may arise from experiences teachers have
during their initial education, focused mostly on theoretical knowledge, hence disregarding the need
for professional training targeting solely theoretical knowledge during ongoing professional
development. Also, theoretical knowledge could be learned independently, for example by consulting
professional literature. Given the particularity of the educational profession which truly involves the
combination of theoretical knowledge and practical skills, the respondents evaluated that teachers
need more practical skills than theoretical knowledge. Teachers thus opt for professional training
which they consider to be applicable in their everyday educational practice (Viskovi¢ & Visnji¢ Jevtié,
2017).

Although the respondents with higher professional positions considered professional training
that combines theoretical knowledge and practical skills more useful (Table 3), no statistically
significant correlation was determined between these sets of variables (r =.134, p <0.01).



Table 3 Evaluation of the usefulness of professional training content in regard to respondents’
professional position

Contents Total
Practice Combination Theory
Frequency of theory Frequency
and practice
Frequency
Apprentice 1 2 0 3 (2%)
teacher (<1%) (1.5 %)
c
2 Teacher 36 98 0 134 (85%)
§ (23%) (62%)
+  Teacher 1 10 0 11 (7%)
& _ mentor (<1%) (6%)
@ Teacher 0 2 0 2 (1.5%)
‘S counsellor (1.5 %)
a.
Other 1 6 0 7 (4.5%)
position (<1%) (4%)
Total 39 118 0 157 (100%)

(25%) (75%)

When it comes to evaluating forms of professional training they have attended (Table 4), the
respondents rated forms of trainings from 5 (most useful) to 1 (least useful). Participants attributed
the highest ratings to workshops organized by their institution of employment (M = 4,36; SD = 0, 874).
Since workshops assume active participation, exchange of experiences, and practical work, combining
theory and practice, this form of professional training corresponds to the respondents’ evaluation of
the most useful forms of professional training.

Table 4 Evaluation of usefulness the form of professional training according to organizer

Form of professional training N M SD
Workshop within institution 144 4.36 .874
Professional ECE associations 118 4.32 .866
Higher education institutions 137 4.12 911
Institution specialized in providing professional development 131  4.09 .907
Reflection within institution 134 4.00 1.124
CETTA (intended for all teachers) 135 3.96 .909
CETTA (intended for apprentice teachers) 89 3.82 .995
Teacher council within institution 143 3.79 1.061
Catechetic offices 56 2.88 1.526




Teachers expressed the desire for forms of professional training that permit both lecturers and
participants to be active contributors, supporting Blazevi¢ and Juki¢’s (2004) and Lepicnik Vodopivec’s
(2012) research results. The respondents rated professional trainings organized by different
professional associations (M = 4.32, SD = 0.866) as the second most valuable form of professional
training. Since a large number of respondents (39.1%) are members of certain professional
associations, it is possible to assume their active participation in the associations’ activities. In order to
additionally verify the correlation between these variables, the correlation between the items
Association memberships and the Evaluation of professional training organized by associations was
examined. A statistically significant negative correlation (r = - 0.383, p <.01) was determined between
the items Association memberships and the Evaluation of professional training organized by
associations. It may be that respondents who are not members of associations have a lower estimate
of the benefit of professional training organized by professional associations. Teacher councils (M =
3.79, SD = 1.06) and professional trainings organized by catechetic offices (M = 2.88, SD = 1.56) were
rated lowest. Teacher councils consist of all professional employees of educational institutions.
Therefore, it can be assumed that, apart from professional training, their meetings also feature other
content, and are possibly dominated by a lecturing type of training with an emphasis on theoretical
knowledge that the respondents evaluated as the least useful form (Table 1). As far as the value of
professional training organized by catechetical offices is concerned, it is possible that the respondents
gave it a lower rate due to their inability to apply its contents in everyday practice, which was
emphasized as an important aspect of professional training. It is also possible that fewer teachers
attend those trainings since they pertain to religious content.

In suggesting desired possible future topics of professional training, the respondents
suggested dealing with creativity (30.6%, N = 48) and play (25.9%, N = 41) as the most important topics,
while they were least interested in topics dealing with partnerships with parents (3 %, N = 5),
disciplining children (2.5%, N = 4), and evaluating children (1.3%, N = 2). It is interesting that the
respondents expressed very little interest in topics dealing with partnership with parents, while other
research (e. g. Viskovi¢ & Visnji¢ Jevti¢, 2017a) indicates this topic as important for the professional
development of Croatian teachers. Participants would be most interested in these topics if they were
dealt with in the form of workshops (43.8%, N = 70) and through exchange of experiences with other
professionals (31.3%, N = 50), similar to results obtained by Bogati¢ (2016). Only a small number of
respondents were interested in learning about these topics through lectures (15.6%, N = 25),
researching one’s own practice (7.5%, N = 12), or by reading professional literature (0.6%, N = 1).
Interestingly, only one quarter (25%, N = 4) of the respondents who opted for researching their own
practice as the desired professional training topic wanted to learn about the topic by indeed
researching their own practice. This evaluation contradicts contemporary concepts of professional
development wherein the majority of forms are aimed at supporting practitioners through mentoring,
learning communities, action research, and the cascade of professional training —training practitioners
who have the obligation to disseminate acquired knowledge to other practitioners (Kennedy, 2005).

The causes of early childhood teachers' reluctance to research their own practice in order to
improve it may depend on various personal (psychological) and relational (social) variables (Ellis &
Loughland, 2016; Legget & Newman, 2019; Sheridan, Pope Edwards, Marvin & Knoche, 2020). Even
back in 1975 Stenhouse explained how exploring one's own practice could cause a sense of personal
vulnerability. In order for teachers to begin the process of improving their practice, they must be aware
of certain pitfalls. This represents a threat to their professional identity because they strongly identify
with their professional knowledge and competences, and build their professional self-esteem on them.
Questioning these knowledge and competencies and introducing changes requires them to be willing
to take on themselves "the burdens of incompetence" (Stenhouse, 1975, p. 169). Because of this,
teachers may feel a lack or loss of control, order and established discipline in their own practice, which
may reduce their professional satisfaction. Investing extra time, effort, patience and using the trial and
error method in that process can be very problematic for them. The lack of research competences and
general knowledge about the methodology of research work, and the perception of research as a
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completely separate phenomenon from practice, is also an important variable that can discourage
them. Recent literature and research (Ellis & Loughland, 2016; Legget & Newman, 2019; Sheridan,
Pope Edwards, Marvin & Knoche, 2020; Connors, Pacchiano, Stein and Swartz, 2021) confirm the
existence of these challenges today, and emphasise that in order to be able to deal with those
challenges, it is important that teachers have systematic and continuos support, i.e. full-time
researchers or experienced researchers and academics who will guide them in the process of learning
and devising their own solutions to challenges from practice. Groundwater-Smith, Mitcehll, Mockler,
Ponte and Ronnermann (2013, p.145) emphasize the importance of facilitating "practitioner research
within transformative partnerships between academia and the field of practice". Indeed, research-
practice partnerships are considered as a "promising solution to improving ECCE programs, outcomes,
services, policies, and systems" (Connors, Pacchiano, Stein and Swartz, 2021, p. 120).

From a relational and social aspect, limiting variables for researching one's practice can be a
lack of institutional support, underfinancing of the institutions, parental and social opinions, and the
time and effort that needs to be invested, in addition to regular commitments, for conducting research
and cooperation with other teachers and experts (Stenhouse, 1975; Ellis & Loughland, 2016; Legget &
Newman, 2019; Sheridan, Pope Edwards, Marvin & Knoche, 2020). Although the results of this
research indicate that there is a shift from traditional to contemporary professional training in the
experiences and attitudes of early childhood teachers, it is questionable whether we are discussing
real, authentic, professional training if they do not take sufficient responsibility for critical reflection,
evaluation and research of their daily practices. Researching one's own practice could be "the "tool"
for dismantling old traditions in order to create a blueprint for change" (Legget & Newman, 2019, p.
144).

Further, research participants estimate professional training to be the most useful for
acquiring new knowledge (39%, N = 57), abilities and skills (34.9%, N =51), while they see it as the least
useful for career promotion (6.2%, N = 9). Respondents view material gain (12.3%, N = 18) as the third
important factor, and as the fourth — personal satisfaction (6.8%, N = 10). Given that professional
training is one of the elements assessed in career development of early childhood teachers in Croatia
(Preschool Education Act, 2013), such a low evaluation of its usefulness for supervisory positions seems
to indicate that the respondents are not familiar with, or are not interested in, career development.
However, since none of the respondents in the position of a mentor or counsellor evaluated position
promotion as the most important aspect, this finding might suggest that the respondents are
undergoing training in order to enhance their own professional development, which later results in a
promotion. Such results are in contrast to research in the USA (i.e. Kennedy, 2005), which indicates
“award-bearing” as one of the motives for professional training. Respondents who participated in this
research did not consider their professional development through the prism of the system of career
development in the Croatian ECE system.

Rating the importance of elements of early childhood teachers’ educational work in their
everyday practice from 1 being the least important to 5 being the most important, the respondents
indicated that they find children’s educational outcomes and their independency, especially regarding
the ability for further self-learning as the most important element. A positive correlation was found
between the variable Evaluation of the importance of elements of early childhood teachers’
educational work in their everyday practice and the respondents’ professional position. A statistically
significant correlation (r = 0.209, p < .01) was found between the item Application of contemporary
forms and methods of educational work and the use of contemporary sources of knowledge to
stimulate the general psychophysical development of children and the respondents’ professional
position, while a statistically significant correlation was not established for other items. Since those
holding supervisory positions should theoretically already have excellent methodological knowledge,
it is more likely that the teachers in those positions apply their knowledge in their everyday practices.

According to the State regulations (1997), there are several elements describing teachers’
excellence other than their work with children in their everyday practice — professional pedagogical
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work and professional training. The professional pedagogical work of the ECE teacher, or other
professional associates, includes: doing sample activities with children at the city and county level and
beyond; giving a lecture at a professional meeting, at least city and county level; leading a professional
meeting in a kindergarten, municipality, city or county during the pedagogical year; preparing a
thematic exhibition open to the public; preparing a public cultural event in a kindergarten; leading a
professional society, club or section for each pedagogical year; preparing competitions at the
kindergarten level; mentoring interns up until their professional exam; organizing competitions and
participating in the work of the committee for competitions, events, meetings and reviews at the
municipal, city, county or state level; publishing professional articles in a professional journal or
magazine; reporting at a state congress or conference (seminar); participating in the implementation
of an educational research; mentoring students; participating in the development of the "plan and
program" for the education of preschool children for the needs of the development of the Croatian
education system; reviewing textbooks or professional books; educating preschool children
participating in international competitions; translating manuals and books for use in educational work;
authoring manuals or other professional books related to educational work; publishing research from
the profession, contributing to the improvement of educational work; participating as a scientific
researcher in a scientific research project, contributing to the development of the Croatian education
system. review of textbooks or professional books; education of preschool children participating in
international competitions; translation of manuals and books for use in the educational work;
authorship of manuals or other professional books related to educational work; published research
work from the profession, which contributes to the improvement of educational work; participation
as a scientific researcher in a scientific research project, which contributes to the development of the
Croatian education system. Professional training refers to (regular) participation in professional
development programs organized by the Ministry of Education and Sports and to participation in
professional development programs conducted by professional institutions and associations.

Those elements were turned into questionnaire items, so participants could evaluate the most
important element for teachers’ excellence from their perspective. Amongst them, the research
participants estimated that the most important element describing teachers’ excellence was
Participating in the development of early childhood curriculum for the purposes of the development of
the Croatian education system. At the same time, they found Management of professional society, club
or section for each pedagogical year as the least important element describing teachers’ excellence.
Since there are only seven professional associations in the Republic of Croatia, which operate in six
counties and in the City of Zagreb, it is possible that some respondents do not have the opportunity to
participate in them. At the same time, no statistically significant correlation was found between the
item Management of professional society, club or section for each pedagogical year and the variable
Association memberships. This result is not surprising, taking into consideration the fact that not many
of the respondents manage professional associations.

A statistically significant correlation (r = 0.168, p < .05) was found between the respondents’
age and the item Published professional article in a professional journal. It is possible that older
respondents had the opportunity to gain experience in publishing articles, therefore they attributed a
higher level of importance to that item. This is also confirmed by the weak statistically significant
correlation (r = 0.175, p < .05) of this item and respondents’ length of professional experience. No
statistically significant correlations between other items within the specified variable were determined
regarding professional experience.

Professional communities of early childhood teachers are increasingly emphasized as a
prerequisite for professional development and a foundation for professional training. While research
suggests that professional communities improve learning (Borko, 2004; Harwell, 2003), it is not
possible to observe them outside the context of those communities. The success of this type of self-
improvement depends on the support of the environment in which these communities develop. Social
networking can be the solution for connecting practitioners regardless of the environment in which
they work and one of the possible forms of professional development. One example of social
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connectivity is the eTwinning portal (www.etwinning.net), providing the possibility of connecting early
childhood teachers regardless of their geographical locations and other possible restraints. The
eTwinning portal is a professional early childhood teacher/teacher community based on joint work,
evaluation, planning, training, and mutual support, meeting the requirements of lifelong learning.
However, it is unclear whether and how participants use it.

Although professional communities serve as a prerequisite for professional development,
certain authors problematize them through the perspective of group management and externally set
goals (Vescio, Ross & Adams, 2008). Kennedy (2016) sees the prevalence of certain group members
who shape professional learning communities according to their own views as a potential shortcoming
of these communities. Kennedy (2016) argues that contemporary society is characterized by
competitiveness, individuality, and aspiration towards absolute excellence, which is contrary to
common goals that should represent one of the characteristics of these communities.

Despite these possible disadvantages of professional communities, Fleet and Patterson (2009)
suggest that cooperation and association of early childhood teachers should be a prerequisite for the
development of teacher competencies and the profession. However, despite continuity and the
constant support of a community of experts, research shows that development is an individual trait
(Kennedy, 2016). Information and strategies that are contrary to teachers’ personal convictions result
in the abandonment of new strategies and the restoration of established practices (Harwell, 2003;
Viskovi¢ & Visnji¢ Jevti¢, 2017b).

Participation in professional development programs and the ways of its realization are also
influenced by events at the macrosystem level (Bronfenbrener, 1995), such as the COVID pandemic,
the war in Ukraine, the world economic and energy crisis. Numerous recent studies have shown that
during the pandemic (especially during the lockdown in the first half of 2020) teachers faced numerous
challenges that were work related, but also related to their psychological and physical well-being
(Crawford et al., 2021; Pramgling Samulsson, Wagner & Eriksen Odegaard, 2020; Kwon et al., 2022;
Dayal & Tiko, 2020; Atiles et al., 2021). They faced increased workload and new job demands (e.g. new
technology demands, translating education to a remote, online format; supporting children distant
learning, engaging parents, respecting COVID-19 health guidelines and protocols on the site) (Crawford
et al., 2021; Pramgling Samulsson, Wagner & Eriksen Odegaard, 2020; Kwon et al., 2022). They also
had many concerns, especially regarding the negative impact of the pandemic on child-adult
interaction and child development, which led them to prolonged working hours to support the parents.
In addition to that, they were also concerned about practice being developmentally appropriate (e.g.
restriction of child physical movement in care centres that remained open or re-opened, social
distancing) (Crawford et al., 2021; Atiles et al., 2021). Accordingly, specific needs for work have
emerged, e.g. need for improved access and resources for health and well-being, financial support and
higher wages, better parental involvement, improved curriculum, professional training, coaching and
mentoring tailored to their specific needs. Their physical well-being was also challenged — teachers
reported gaining weight, feeling stress and anxiety, lack of physical activity, sleep and energy change
(Kwon et al., 2022). Those challenges were accompanied by challenges in psychological well-being, like
anxiety and fear of COVID 19, social disconnection, financial concerns, depression and sadness, loss of
purpose, pressure of additional job demands, emotional drain, fatigue, frustration and worries about
their professional duties as teachers (Crawford et al., 2021; Pramgling Samulsson, Wagner & Eriksen
Odegaard, 2020; Kwon et al., 2022; Dayal & Tiko, 2020; Atiles et al., 2021). All of that has led to
teachers' reduced perception of professional well-being, causing uncertainty about the future of their
career (Kwon | et al., 2022). As a result of the pandemic, research shows that the enrolment and
attendance of professional development programs also declined, so it was shifted to remote delivery
during the pandemic (Crawford et al., 2021). Although research has shown that teachers faced a
number of major challenges in their practice during the pandemic, Crawford et al (2021) note that they
were still expected to participate in professional development programs whenever possible, which
may have exceeded their current capacities. Precisely for this reason, the authors emphasize the
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importance of balancing professional expectations (such as professional training) and the capacity of
teachers, while stating that basic, physiological and safety needs of teachers should have priority.

Concluding remarks

The increasing emphasis on early childhood teachers’ professional development in policy and
theory (e. g. Borko, 2004.; Stewart, 2014) indicates the relevance of this topic on a global level, with
national and local specificities visible, for example, in national or institutional policies. The results of
the present research suggest that the respondents prefer workshops over lectures, indicating that
teachers continue to think about themselves as professionals only in relation to children even though
there is a strong professional movement positioning teacher themselves as responsible for the
development of their profession (Tam, 2015).

This research provides a new perspective on professional development of Croatian ECE
teachers. International professional community would benefit from different perspective of teachers’
excellence. Approach that connects professional development with teachers’ excellence can be seen
as desirable, especially within countries that already have well educated teachers. It is shown that
excellence should be reached through long life process. Limitations of this research are the unstratified
sample as well as the procedure of data collection. The limitations could also be seen in terms of
country specific policy regarding the evaluation of teacher excellence, so the results of this research
were not compared to results of international research. As always, it is possible some questions have
not been asked. The research would benefit from adding open questions or from expanding it using
qualitative methods (i.e. focus groups).

Further research on this topic is needed in order to gain insight into whether the existing
professional development practices in Croatia support true, “authentic professional learning”
(Webster-Wright, 2009: 727; Trust, Krutka & Carpenter, 2016) from the perspective of all involved
stakeholders. Also, what can hinder this process, in the field of researching one’s own practice, critical
reflection, and self-evaluation. Research using the qualitative approach could bring forth results
providing the width and depth of data needed in order to gain insight into such an elusive concept.

Implications of this study could be used for reframing professional development practices of
early childhood teachers. In Croatia, we need a reframing of existing documents according to new
approaches of life-long learning and new forms of professional training (i.e. webinars, online training,
learning communities). Internationally, professional development could be seen as a need for
networking amongst professionals. Learning through action research, job shadowing or online
discussions could contribute to becoming aware of the different practices in order to achieve teacher
excellence, and ECEC quality.
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Children's and adults' perspectives on the preschool environment:
implementation of the mosaic approach
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Abstract: This paper draws on the findings of a case study conducted in a kindergarten in the Croatian
county of Zadar to present children's and adults' perceptions of their kindergarten environment. Sixteen
children aged four to five years, 32 parents, and three preschool teachers participated in the study. Data
were collected using an adaptation of the Mosaic approach as a form of participatory research and are
analyzed using data-driven thematic analysis. Photographs, researcher-to-child and child-to-child
interviews, and questionnaires for parents and interviews for preschool teachers were used to collect
qualitative data for in-depth analysis. Co-construction of data and a shared interpretation with
preschool teachers and parents revealed children's needs for quality relationships with peers and
preschool teachers, time outdoors, and favorite places and activities in their kindergarten. The mosaic
approach has a positive impact on a clearer understanding of the real needs of children and adults,
which also contributes to the well-being of children and professionals and to the improvement of the
quality of the kindergarten learning environment. This case study not only demonstrates the potential
of children and but also explains how children’s and adults’ voices can contribute to practice
enhancement. The paper also discusses other interpretations and implications of the findings.

Keywords: early childhood, children’s perspectives, kindergarten environment, Mosaic approach,
well-being

Introduction

Modern childhood has changed in a number of ways, and children are increasingly considered
competent social actors who can participate in society and their communities in different ways
(Tatalovi¢ Vorkapi¢ & Andié¢, 2023; Velan & Tatalovi¢ Vorkapi¢, 2020). Over time, there has been an
increasing involvement of children in the 21st-century research despite the fact that most studies on
issues concerning children rely on adults’ involvement (Bradbury-Jones and Taylor, 2013; Kero, 2022).
The active involvement of children in research recognizes children as having an important role to play
in processes such as measuring and observing their well-being, rather than children being perceived as
“subjects for societal concern” (Ben-Arieh, 2005, according to Gottschal & Borhan, 2023, p.30). This
notion challenges traditional assumptions of children as passive or incompetent research subjects, and
shifts the focus on children’s abilities, experiences, and knowledge, which enables them to participate
in and contribute to research processes without the need for adults interpreting their lives for them
(Tisdall, 2018, p. 142; Tatalovi¢ Vorkapi¢, 2019). Recent research (e.g. Botsoglou, Beazidou,
Kougioumtzidou, & Vlachou, 2017) shows that children aged 4-5 years are able to actively and
productively contribute to suggestions for improving their kindergarten environment based on their
own experiences. New learning and teaching strategies can be offered when using a case study, which
explores and reflects on problems rather than general principles. Nowadays, a turn has been made in
the methodology of social sciences in the study of childhood and there are numerous models of
children’s participation in research (Ladder models, Lattice models, Pathways, Broad forms, The Lundy
model, and others). The Lundy model is one of the most cited and influential models of children’s
participation. These models outline four interrelated concepts that must be in place to facilitate child
participation. However, regardless of the conceptual model guiding or informing the development of a
participatory process, children’s participation should follow some basic requirements to ensure their
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participation is safe, ethical, and meaningful. According to these principles, child participation should
be transparent, voluntary, respectful, relevant, child-friendly (i.e., there should be adequate time and
resources, and approaches should be adapted to the capacities of those participating), supported by
adults who are appropriately trained, inclusive, safe and risk-sensitive, and accountable (ChildFund
Alliance, Eurochild, Save the Children, UNICEF and World Vision, 2021, p. 31).

There is a marked increase in research studies that focus on children's personal, social, and emotional
well-being and that elevate children's voices through their involvement and participation in research
as part of pedagogy and educational practice. Yet, despite the positive developments, it remains quite
challenging for adults to find ways not only to listen to children but also to take children’s views
seriously. The needs and interests of children are insufficiently taken into account in the planning and
organisation of early childhood education and care facilities. The interpretation and meaning that
adults give to children's voices is more than essential to the quality of the educational process, and the
continuous professional learning and development of preschool teachers is of particular importance
(Cepi¢ & Séulac, 2019; Cepi¢, 2020; Cepié & Sportié Skrobonja, 2022). The Mosaic approach used in this
research is composed of different parts, which, when put together, create a complete picture. In this
way, a clearer understanding of children’s needs and interests was made possible and a new
perspective on the procedures for improving the existing way of listening to children in everyday
kindergarten practice was enabled. Conducting participatory research with children, parents, and
preschool teachers using the Mosaic approach has transformative potential in this direction.

The aim of the study

This study aimed to explore how children can be enabled to express their own perspectives during their
stay in the kindergarten, and provide insights into learning and positive changes jointly achieved by the
children and adults with the help of the Mosaic approach. This paper was inspired by the
implementation of the Mosaic Approach in a Greek early years’ setting, which was carried out by
Rouvali & Riga (2018). The primary aim of the present research was to implement the Mosaic Approach
in the Croatian context of early and preschool care and education and to answer the following research
guestions: (1) What do children like to do in the kindergarten?; (2) What is their favorite spot in the
kindergarten; and (3) What is most important to them in the kindergarten?; 4) In addition, the Mosaic
approach was developed in this paper in order to obtain a clearer picture of children’s daily needs and
desires from their personal perspective, as well as their parents’ and preschool teachers’ perspective.

Methodology
Study design

This case study comprising 16 preschool children, 32 parents (fathers and mothers), and three
preschool teachers relied on a qualitative, multimodal design (Norris, 2019). The mosaic approach was
applied as a form of participatory research in order to listen to preschool children' views and
experiences, which included observation, researcher (preschool teacher)-to-child interviews, child-to-
child interviews, preschool teacher interviews, and photographing, that is, children in the role of a
photographer. In this study, observation was used as the initial tool that was focused on children’s
activities and interests as well as their socialization, reactions in certain situations, independence, and
other children’s activities during their stay in the kindergarten. All interviews were audio recorded and
later transcribed.

Ethics

Approval for the implementation of the case study was obtained from the kindergarten principal prior
to the research start. After receiving complete information about the researcher, research objectives,
and design, children’s parents gave their verbal consent for their children’s participation in the research
and their informed written consent in order to allow their child to participate in all activities in which

18



they wished to participate (including the group adult-led and child-led interviews and recording and
photographing the children). In the informed written consent, the researcher’s obligation to respect
and protect data according to the Ethical Guidance for Research Involving Children was highlighted.
The process of involving children in the research was very carefully designed. The children were
informed in advance about the aim and method of conducting the research. They could use any
research technique and procedures for as long as they wanted. In doing so, effort was made to ensure
that the children understood the research purpose and that they gave their clear verbal consent during
each of the conducted research activities in the kindergarten. The names and identities of the parents,
children, and preschool teachers are protected through the use of pseudonyms.

Participants

The research included 16 preschool children from a mixed educational group (four girls and three boys
aged 5, five boys and four girls aged 4), their parents, and three preschool teachers from a regional
kindergarten in the Zadar County (Republic of Croatia). All fathers and mothers who participated in the
research were married. The average age of mothers was 32 years (ranging from 24 to 46 years); 10
mothers had an obtained high school degree, one had a college degree, and five had a university
degree. The average age of fathers was 37 years (ranging from 29 to 46 years); one father had an
elementary school degree, 10 had a high school degree, two had a college degree, two had a university
degree, one had been awarded a Master of Science degree. Three preschool teachers were female (two
preschool teachers had a college degree, and one had a university degree, with 6-7 years of work
experience in the profession/kindergarten and an average age of 32 years (ranging from 29 to 35 years
old).

Data collection

Data were collected using an adapted form of the Mosaic approach (Clark & Moss, 2001; Clark, 2017),
as a form of participatory research in order to listen to preschool children’s views and experiences. The
consent of the author Vassiliki Riga was obtained for the application of the instrument in the Croatian
ECEC context. Various non-verbal and verbal tools were used for data collection. Non-verbal tools
included: observation, cameras, maps, and drawings as part of the map creation, while the used verbal
tools included adult-led interviews, child-led interviews, a guided tour, researchers’ notes,
guestionnaire (for parents), and semi-structured interviews with preschool teachers. We used child
observation, digital cameras, mapping, tours, a semi-structured researcher-to-child interview, and a
semi-structured child-to-child interview to collect data from the children. At the same time, we used
guestionnaires for parents and a partially structured interview for preschool teachers. Data collection
lasted three months during the following phases:

1) Observations — The research began with a detailed observation of each child in the kindergarten.
The observation was carried out in the educational room and the exterior part of the kindergarten.
Children’s behavior in all situations in the kindergarten, their activities, interests, socialization,
reactions in certain situations, independence, and other characteristics related to that child were
observed. Although observations are an additional tool and not the main one within the Mosaic
Approach (Clark & Moss 2001), they can provide the researcher with valuable information that helps
them interpret children’s opinions and ideas collected with the help of other tools (Rouvali & Riga,
2018).

2) Adult (researcher-preschool teacher)-led interviews — We then conducted semi-structured
interviews/discussions with the children (3 to 4 children per group). Children’s views and perspectives
about their stay in the kindergarten, what they like, don't like, why they were at the kindergarten, what
is their favorite place in the kindergarten, what they do in the kindergarten, and what they should be
doing in the kindergarten were investigated. The children were asked 13 questions, which could be
expanded as needed. The duration of the interview itself was not time-limited. The children had as
much time as they needed time to answer the questions, which was an average of 10 minutes.
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3) Child-led interviews — In order to further empower children’s voices and minimize misinterpretations
that may arise from the communication gap between adults and children, and knowing that children
speak more openly with their friends, children, a child-to-child interview followed (Table 1). The
children worked in groups of three or four, depending on children’s wishes, and asked questions and
sometimes clarified them. To facilitate data analysis, everything was audio recorded and later
transcribed.

4) Use of digital cameras by the children — During this phase of the process, the children individually or
in pairs recorded with digital cameras their interests in the kindergarten (people, objects and places
important to them, etc.). The children were given a camera to use, and instructions that they could
take photos of whatever they wanted in the interior and exterior of the kindergarten (including people),
and that they could do so for as long as they wanted. After they had completed taking photos, the
children were shown all the photos they had taken. Each child took between 50 and 70 photos, and
they had to select 10 most important to them.

5) Maps of the kindergarten — The photos were used a few days later during the creation of the map of
the kindergarten. The maps were another visual way of enabling the children to illustrate how they
view the kindergarten. The children decided whether to work independently or in pairs and could
arrange the map (a big piece of paper) in any way they wanted using felt pens and pictures chosen by
the researcher. The selection of pictures was left to the researcher to include all the spots, people, and
objects that each child chose to photograph.

6) Guided tours — At the end, the children, individually or with friends (according to their wishes), took
the researcher on a tour of the kindergarten and showed them what children perceived to be the most
important area (part) of the kindergarten for them.

7) Parents’ questionnaires — Parents were asked questions similar to those put to the children by both
the researcher and children’s peers (Table 2). This similarity in the asked questions enabled the
researcher to compare all the answers and find possible discrepancies.

8) Preschool teachers' questionnaires — following the same pattern of questions, three preschool
teachers were interviewed by the researcher-preschool teacher.

In the end, data obtained from parents and preschool teachers were combined with those from
children's activities in order to complete the mosaic and obtain a more complete and clearer picture of
the daily life of children in the kindergarten.

Table 1.
Child-to-child interview

Lara: Igor, what do you like most to do in the kindergarten?

Igor: To play.

Lara: What do you like to play?

Igor: Let me think.... With blocks.

Lara: What don't you like to do here?

Igor: Playing... | don't know, sometimes | like to play, sometimes | don't, | don't know.
Lara: Who don't you like?

Igor: Roko

Lara: Who do you like the most in kindergarten?

Igor: Gabrijela, Sima, that’s it.

Lara: What is your favorite spot in the kindergarten?

Igor: Music center.

Interview excerpt conducted by Lara (4.5 years old) with Igor (5 years old)
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Table 2.
Questionnaire for the parents

Sime’s (5 years) mother

1. How do you think Sime feels in the kindergarten?

| think my child feels great in the kindergarten.

2. What do you think would make a good day in the kindergarten for Sime?

Sime really likes to play with the ball, so | think it is best for him to be outside as much as possible.
3. What do you think would make a bad day for Sime in the kindergarten?

A bad day for him would be when it's very cold outside or it's raining so he can't go out.

4. What do you think Sime likes to do in the kindergarten?

Well, | think he loves playing with his friends, i.e. playing outside, but he also likes to sing songs.

5. Who does Sime love the most about the kindergarten?

He likes his teachers and friends the most.

6. What is his favorite spot in the kindergarten?

His favorite spot is where he stacks the blocks.

7. Which spot does Sime not like in the kindergarten?

There is no spot he doesn't like.

8. Is there anything Sime find difficult about the kindergarten?

Sime simply loves going to the kindergarten and | don't think there is anything that is difficult for him.
Excerpt from the questionnaire for parents.

Data analysis

The method of qualitative analysis was carried out for interviews conducted both by the researcher-
preschool teacher and the children. All answers were documented, transcribed, and a thematic analysis
of the answers was carried out through five steps: , 1. step: underlining significant statements,
sentences, parts of the text in answers to research questions (coding units - original text), 2. step: first-
order codes (open coding) (keywords - summarizing), 3. step: second-order codes (relevant terms)
(dimensions - abstraction), 4. step: grouping of second-order codes (categories - classification), 5. step:
topics, i.e., areas (areas - thematization)” (Koller-Trbovi¢ & Zizak, 2008, p.166). Based on the analysis,
the researcher determined the frequency of the occurrence of different answers. The method of
content analysis was applied to analyze parents’ and teachers’ questionnaires. The researcher
identified common themes that may emerge from the responses and their frequency of occurrence in
order to create a better understanding of the situation. Topics were coded into categories and sub-
categories, which were named according to the topic they covered. Regarding the analysis of
photographs, the researcher used questions as verbal stimuli for group discussions to obtain more
information about the photographs, which served to analyze the answers received about what could
be seen in the photograph, why the children decided to photograph it, who was in the photograph,
what that person was doing, and similar questions. To analyze the spaces that the children consider
important in the kindergarten and that they showed the researcher during the guided tours, a list of all
the places inside and outside the environment was created to help record the different places that each
child chose to show the researcher. During the mapping of the kindergarten, in a collaborative process
between children and preschool teachers, each photo and its reasons were discussed, a set of
guestions was used, and the same methodology for data analysis was once again used. All the collected
data were combined with those that the children came up with in order to compile the Mosaic
Approach and create a representation of the daily life of each child in the kindergarten.

Results and discussion

The primary goal of this study was to implement the Mosaic Approach in the kindergarten in the Zadar
County, Republic of Croatia, and to answer the following research questions: (1) What do children like
to do in the kindergarten?; (2) What is their favorite spot in the kindergarten; and (3) What is most
important to them in the kindergarten? In addition, it was important for us to show how the
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implementation of the multi-method and the Mosaic approach and the participatory process (which
includes children, parents, and preschool teachers and in which the active participation of children
plays the most important role) can enable a clearer understanding of the real needs of children and
adults, which can ultimately have positive effects in terms of the changes in the overall quality of the
educational context. In the continuation of the work, we will focus on the results and discussion of the
three stated research questions from three perspectives: children, parents, and preschool teachers.
Answers to the first research question are shown in Table 3. It is evident from Table 3 that parents
perceive their children’s stay in the kindergarten as a place where their children enjoy playing, whether
this includes games with toys or games with friends in their group’s room with various offered contents.

Research question 1: What do children like to do in the kindergarten?

Table 3.
What do children like to do in the kindergarten?

Question:

hat do child Researcher- Interview
What do children
like to do in the Father % Mother % preschool % child- %
teacher- .
kindergarten? child child
Friends play 6 23.08 8 20.51 11 57.90 9 64.29
Playground/Outdoor 3 11.54 8 20.51 - - - -
Toys (Stacking the 3 1154 4 10.26 3 15.79 4 28.57
dice)
Indoor learning 1 38 5 1282 4 21.05 ] i
enviroment
Artistic activities 11 42.31 12 30.77 1 5.26 1 7.14
Games in the sand 2 7.69 2 5.13 - - - -
Total 26 100 39 100 19 100 14 100

They believe that they also like to play outside, in the kindergarten yard. It is also interesting how
parents view their children’s affinities when it comes to artistic activities (drawing, dancing, singing,
coloring, gluing). Children perceive independent play as important to them, as well as playing with
friends and playing with offered toys.

Research question 2: What is their favorite spot in the kindergarten?

It is interesting to note that both fathers and mothers think that their children’s favorite play spot is
outdoors in the yard that contains different equipment as well as a lawn for playing with a ball and
other aids. However, the children said that they lik