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SLOVENIA O S Gl m;

THE DEVELOPMENT OF HIGHER EDUCATION STUDY PROGRAMMES
FOR EARLY CHILDHOOD TEACHERS IN SLOVENIA

PRESCHOOL INSTITUTIONS IN SLOVENIA

The 70°s and 80’s witnessed a rapid growth of children attending preschool institutions. In
these last years more than half of all preschool children between the ages of 1 and 7
years, in the period following the cnd of maternity lcave until the child’s entry to school,
have been attending  preschool institutions. The advantage of our carly childbood
cducation is that younger and older preschoolers are neither institutionally scparated nor
with regard to the system, and have the same preschool tcachers working with them. One
could say that Slovenc preschool institutions operate in good material conditions, with
professionally well - qualifiecd carly years tcachers, yet having a drawback in limited
varicty and sclectivity. Until recently no private kindergartens existed in Slovenia and only
a ncgligible number of mostly very young children were included in private home carc.
All public preschool institutions follow the same formal curriculum. Due to a centralized
lcadership on the part of statc advisors, the approaches and ways of work of carly years
tcachers used to differ only slightly. In these last years, howcver, there has been an
increase in diversity of preschool institutions and carly years tcachers. The proposed
changes in the system itself offer possibilitics for different programmes of state preschool
institutions, as well as for the cstablishment of privatc kindcrgartens.

Parallel to the changes in the system of carly years cducation, one can follow changes
occuring in the initial training programme for ecarly years tcachers. Until 1991, the
required qualification for the profession was a finished sccondary school for carly years
tcachers. Since then, the required qualification has been a  finished 2-ycar  higher
cducation programme. The Faculty of Education in Ljubljana started cducating carly ycars
tcachers as carly as 1984, In the fall of 1995 the present university programme will be
replaced by a 3-ycar study programme as part of a professional institution of higher
cducation, which is the result of changes in the whole verticale of the state school
system. These arc reflected in the changed conceptual solutions at all levels of cducation
and in the proposals for a new school legislature.
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THE NEED FOR A CHANGED PROGRAMME IS THE RESULT OF THE
FOLLOWING FACTS:

The demand for higher cducation was cxpressed by numecrous profcssionals and
practitioners reflecting on the conditions necessary for sound work in carly ycars
cducation. At professional mectings, participants offcred their views and standpoints
about the cxisting programme and suggested additional contents in order to cnable
cducators to become better cquipped for the demanding work with preschool children.
Wec managed to incorporatc only sonic of these suggestions and minor changes into
the existing programme, which has not brought about any substantial changes in the
quality of the programmec itsclf.

Early years tcachers employed in preschool institutions completed different courses
required for this profession (S-year sccondary school, 4-year sccondary school, higher
cducation with various preceeding secondary schools). Examinations of the results of
various programmes showed dcficiencics in quantity as well as in quality of such
training and pointed out a nced for a higher cducation programme for carly ycars
tcachers.

The passing of the document Concept of Public Preschool Institutions (White
Paper on Education in the Republic of Sloveria, 1995) has brought about conceptual
changes for carly years cducation. Greater plurality of programmes and an open
curriculum require high professional standards, autonomy and responsibility on the part
of the tcachers. Demanding professional tasks and problems call for a well educated
carly ycars tcacher with good theoretical and practical training. For the carly ycars
tecacher the document foresces higher education.

The concept of compulsory cducation requires 9 ycars of compulsory cducation (now &
ycars), with the child cntcring school one year carlier than before. It will be
possible for the carly years tcacher to work alongside the classroom tcacher in this
new first grade. For this role both profiles have to be designed differently from
now.

The Higher Education Acts, adopted at the end of 1993, abolished 2-ycar university
programmes, among them programmes like ours for the ecducation of carly years
tcachers, and introduced programmes within the professional institutions of higher
cducation, lasting 3 or 4 ycars.
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PLANNING THE INITIAL STUDY PROGRAMME

Planning the initial study programmec is part of a greater rescarch project, including also
the planning of other programmes such as: part-time cducation, specialisation, add'tional
programmes for graduates from other study programmes who wish to enter into carly
childhood  cducation.  The  preparation  and  implementation will be  followed by the
cvaluation of the same.

I. The starting points of the initial programme were the present-day  situation and the
vision of the development of carly childhood cducation in Slovenia.

2. A critical analysis of carly ycars cducational systems and systcms of carly ycars
teacher cducation around thc world was done. The comparative analysis included data
about carly years tcacher cducation in 19 European countrics. whereby special  attention
was paid to their duration, syllabus and the cextent of pedagogical practice.

3. The new initial programme has been created by subject directors of the cxisting higher
cducation programme. On the basis of opinions about thc cxtent of the programmc,
suggestions for changes and additions, we have designed a new programmec and prepared
curricula for individual subjccts.

4. Students were also invited to cooperate in the preparation. In an anonymous inquiry
they expressed their opinion about the extent of the programme and about individual
subjects. They suggested some changes in the contents and in the organization of studics,
5. In the process of preparing the new programme, profcssional and other dilemmas
had to be solved, the most relevant being:
— university or higher cducation programme,

duration: 3- or 4-ycar programme,

cnrollment on the basis of matura or final cxamination.

relationship between professionalisation and academic studics,

relationship between professional studics, subject studies and teaching practice,

should the carly years tcacher be cqually proficient in all arcas of cducational work

or should (s)he be cnabled to develop his own preferences and special abilitics,

successive, integrated or concentrated teaching practice,

relationship between lectures, seminars and exerciscs,

which subjects should be offered at the beginning: professional studies or foundations

for subject studics.
6. The proposal of the new programmc was discussed at many levels. 1t was
frequently discussed by the teachers of the existing programme running at the Faculty of
Education in Ljubljana, Department for Early Ycars Education. Then it was presented to
three independent experts. who deal with problems  of carly years education, tcacher
cducation and  curricula. We  also met with a group of practitioners - principals,
pedagogues, psychologists and carly years teachers. The proposal was then  discussed  at
Univeristy Board, where its suitability in regard with the accepted  criteria for  higher
cducation  programmes was  cxamined. Finally it was  discussed by  members of the
Professional Council for Higher Education at the Ministry of Education and Sport. The
programme was then verified and will be implemented in 1995/96 academic year.




STARTING POINTS FOR PREPARATION OF TEH PROGRAMME AND
SUGGESTED CHANGES

Numecrous forcign and Slovene studies have shown that the carly years teacher is the
most influential factor contributing to the quality of carly years cducation (School Based
Inscrvicec Education, 1993). Well cducated early years tcachers arc professionaly morc
competent and can decisively influence the quality of syllabuses, the contents of which are
becoming less and less centrally defined around the world.

Duc to a rap'? development of science and increasing knowledge on the part of the
children, it is impossible for the carly years tcacher to lecarn, in the course of studics, all
he will later have to pass on to the children. It is thercforc of greater importance that
(s)he lcarns to scarch for and find information and knows how to impart it to the
children. (S)he should above all be an all-around person, capable of constantly sceking
and finding ways to acquirc specific skills and knowledge necded for her/his work. It is
unrcasonable to cxpect her/him to be "universal®, ic. equally well versed in all arcas of
work. The new programme therefore gives space to a greater sharc of optional subjects,
which cnablc individual students to become well cquipped and qualificd in thosc arcas,
wherein lie their special interests and abilities.

A tendency towards universality is still present in the conviction that carly ycars teachers
shoutd alonc be able to cope with all professional problems. To this c¢nd, they should in
the process become acquainted with the various institutions and scrvices for dcealing with
preschool children. The educational programme should not train carly years tcachers for
work with children only, but also for communication with colleagucs and other pro-
fessionals, who can all help her/him to solve professional problems.

Onc of the cssential changes from the old programme is a greater share of teaching
practicc. We belicve that more tcaching practice does not mcan a step back into one-
sided professionalisation of work, but rather the opposite. It happens that at the begin-
ning of her/his carcer a graduate meets with a serics of problems which he is unable to
cope with because of lack of cxperience, thus coming to the conclusion that "theory is
uscless". And it is just this fact that leads to onc-sided profcssionalisation, which s
nothing but a non-critical imitation of processes of others. In the new programme we are
therefore introducing the so-called integrated tcaching practice, which will cnable studeats
to recognize the uscfulness as well as limitations of acquired theoretical knowledge. With
the help of theoretical reflection they can at the same time examine their own actions

and actions of others. Next to more teaching practice, a nccessary requirement for this is
also an appropriatec academic level of the programme, so that students can obtain sound
theoreticar knowledge.

Last but not Icast, we have slightly reduced the weekly student load, in order to cnable
students to dedicate more time as now to individual studics.




AIMS OF THE NEW PROGRAMME

The programme aims to cducate and train carly years teachers. The goal is to cmpower
students to perform sound work with preschool children and with children in the first
grade of primary school, as forescen in the proposal of the new school legislature, and
to work successfully with parents, colleagues and other experts. The carly years teacher
must know how to communicatc with children as well as adults and must be able to
critically analyze and cvaluate her/his work.

In the process of cducation, the carly years teachers should become acquainted with
various concepts of childhood and carly years cducation and acquire the basic theoretical
and practical knowiedge of individual educational arcas. These are:

¢ Child and cducation: various concepts of childhood and cducation through history up
to the present, various thcorics about the development and learning of preschool
children. These are special topics in pedagogics (thcory of cducation, carly childhood
pedagogics and  didactics), psychology (developmental and pedagogic  psychology).
sociology, philosophy, special pedagogics and health education,

Theorctical and practical knowledge in specific cducational areas (language.
movement. dance, music, art, social cnvironment, scicnce, and mathematics). The basis
of this is sound knowlcdge of subjects the carly years tcacher will be passing on to
the children. So-called mecthodologics arc built up on the above, and here students
lcarn diffecrent approaches and ways of imparting this body of knowledge to preschool
children of different ages. The above mentioned arcas are intcrconnected in content
(syllabuscs) and in performance (intcgration of arcas in cducational work).

System of child carc (school system, statc and private institutions, lcgislative. social
and hcalth carc institutions). [t is important that thc carly ycars tcacher becomes
informed about the kind of services offered by various institutions assisting the family
and preschool children and that (s)he learns how to contact them. A critical analysis
of how these institutions function and the relationships existing within  them should
also be included. It is important that futurc carly years tcachers learn  about
children’s rights.

Communication with children and adults: oral communication, rcading. written
cxpression, non-verbal communication and expression through art. The student should
lecarn how to talk (dialogue, group discussion) and spcak freely (r

hetorics), adapt her/his way of speaking to the listener (children of different ages. parents
of different backgrounds, laymen and professionals...), to listen and consider the
opinion of others. Students should be trained to study independently from professional
literature (understanding, critical analysis and comparing with other sources) and to
write professional articles.

Critical scientific thinking: capacity of analytic way of thinking and thought synthesis.
ability of professional argumentation and scicentific criticism.




CONTENTS OF THE NEW PROGRAMME

The syllabus includes 21 compulsory subjects, 3 optional subjects and tcaching practice.
Subjccts are divided into professional studics and subject studics. Professional studies take
up 40% of the syllabus, 31% arc subject studies, 8% optional subjects and 219% tcaching
practicc. Next to all these, students have 120 hours of recrcation and 180 hours of
concentrated teaching practice.

¢ Table 1

Early years cducation is distinctly an interdisciplinary ficld, where different scicnces deal
with thc samc phenomena and problems. In the programme, all professional subjects arc
intcrconnected, since cducation and the preschool child are the common denominator of
all. These subjects also form the professional basis and starting points for specific subject
studies where students add to their knowledge in different arcas of scicnce and art and
become acquainted with the pedagogical principles and with the ways of imparting them
to the children. On the other hand, all subjects in the group of subject studics also have
to be intcrconnccted. We belicve that the carly years tcacher should in her/his activitics
be combining diffcrent subject arcas, because children cxperience the world as a whole.
The majority of professional subjects is planned at the be ‘uning of studics, while there
arc morc subjects of the group subject studies in the sccond and third study ycar. In the
last ycar the students arc offered thosc subjects, where the main aim is to trigger a
critical reflection of acquired knowledge and of the carly ycars cducation system
(sociology. philosophy) and which demand of the students greater maturity. Optional
subjects also appear in this final year, since the student must first know the foundations
before being able to choose competently among them.

The aim of integrated teaching practice is to use the acquired theorctical knowledge in
practical work and apply theoretical reflection of cvents in  tcaching practice. Hours
planncd for tcaching practice arc divided among subjects, so as to cnsure better planning
and right direction of teaching practice. Integrated tcaching practice includes planned
obscrvation, analysis, demonstration hours in preschool institutions and ficld work. The
aim of concentrated teaching practicc in the sccond study year is to cnable the student
to familiarize himsclf with the kindergarten unit, kindergarten as a preschool institution,
work of the carly years tcacher and problems connected with this work. (S)he  can also
try out her/his skills and knowledge acquired during her/his studics. During the teaching
practicc in the final year, the student more or less independently (under guidance) leads
a unit and can sce how well prepared (s)he is for the job. Teaching practice is carricd
out in preschool institutions chosen cither by the student or by the programme director,
in other institutions and as ficld practice.
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TABLE 1: The syllabus of the 3 - year study programme for early years teachers

PROFFESSIONAL STUDIES

Eikill

TEACHING

PRACTICE

. SLOVENE LANGUAGE

. DEVELOPMENTAL PSYCHOLOGY

15

- PSYCHOLOGY OF EDUCATION

15

. THEORY OF EDUCATION AND EARLY CHILDHOOD EDUCATION

30

. DIDACTICS AND MEDIA

. SPECIAL EDUCATION

15

- METHODOLOGY OF EDUCATION

R[N || W N |—

- MOTOR DEVELOPMENT OF YOUNG CHILDREN

15

O

. HEALTH EDUCATION

10. SOCIOLOGY OF EDUCATION

11. PHILOSOPHY (SPECIAL TOPICS)

SUBJECT STUDIES -

12. MOVEMENT EDUCATION AND SPORT

13. DANCE EDUCATION

14. MUSIC EDUCATION

15. ART (DRAWING, PAINTING AND MODELLING)

16. PUPPETRY, DRAMA AND FiLM EDUCATION

17. LANGUAGE EDUCATION (including children's literature)

18. SOCIAL WORLD OF CHILDREN

19. TEHNICAL EDUCATION

20. NATURAL SCIENCES (biology, chemistry and physics) IN EARLY YEARS

21. MATHEMATICS

OPTIONAL SUBJECTS

22. FIRST OPTIONAL SUBJECT (one of the subjects from 12. to 21)

23. SECOND OPTIONAL SUBJECT (one of the subjects from 12. to 21)

24. THIRD OPTIONAL SUBJECT
O ENGLISH LANGUAGE
0 COMMUNICATION SKILLS
O METHODOLOGY OF EDUCATIONAL RESEARCH
0 SPECIAL EDUCATION

INTEGRATED TEACHING PRACTICE

TOTAL

PHYSICAL TRAINING (recreation)

CONCENTRATED TEACHING PRACTICE




M EDUCATION OF PRESCHOOL TEACHERS

A number of studies in the world show that the
education of preschool teachers influences the
quality of preschool education. High-quality
education and training of preschool teachers is a
prerequisite for their professional competence; the
two of them have-a strong impact on the quality of
the implementation of the curricyla, which are
decreasingly centrally defined. The trend in the
R developed countries has been to provide a more
B academic education df preschool teachers, which
gives them solid theoretical knowledge supported by
practice already during the time of ‘study. As part of
the ghanges in the educational system in Slovenia,
the. initial training of preschool teachers is to be
prolonged for a year and will take place as an
independent three-year programme at university
colleges. )

B ® MANAGEMENT OF THE PRESCHOOL
< INSTITUTION

For the introduction of the anticipated changes in
preschool institutions and the realisation of -the
vision of their development, it is necessary to raise
the quality of their management. The managers of
preschool institutions should have a four-year
university degree (pedagogy or other relevant
subjects) and should regularly attend advanced
courses in management (the management school).

DEVELOPMENT OF PUBLIC
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PROPOSED SYSTEM CHANGES

- The anticipated changes are based on the
developmental trends in preschool education in the
-world and on the progress of social studies and
humanities, which influence the .conception of
childhood and preschool education.

M VARIOUS PROGRAMMES - POSSIBILITY OF
CHOICE

Institutional preschool education in Siovenia lacks
variety regarding the establisher, organisational
forms and educational work. Thereforé it is
anticipated that public as well as private preschool
institutions should be established, which would offer
parents a wider choice between forms, methods and
contents of education for their children.

W GROUP SIZE AND STAFFING RATIOS

The research results show that the group size
influences the interactions among children and
between children and aduits, the type and quality of
play and leaming. It is planned that the number of

children per group should gradually decrease by

25% to 30%; i. e. créche groups will have 12
children maximum per group, and preschool groups
will have 22 children maximum per group.

N SPACE ARRANGEMENT

The majority of preschool institutions in Slovenia
operate in the purpose-built facilities; i. e. for the
purpose of carrying out their activity including its
specific tasks such as care, food, rest. Nevertheless,
there is an acute shortage of preschoo! instituticns:
children stay in the same playroom all day and
during all activities, since there are no other
purpose-built rooms (dining rooms, bedrooms,

gymnasiums, etc.). Most of the playgrounds are
suitable from the point of view of the regulation size;
however, they do not offer enough opportunities for
various  activities of children (space design,
equipment, etc.). The inadequacy of bui'dings can
also be seen from the point of view of the size of
tacilities (in some preschool institutions there are up
to fifteen playrooms), the non-functionality of the
rooms and their arrangement. In order to raise the
space standard, we want to change the architecture
of the facilities, build multipurpose rooms within the
facilities, improve the functionality of indoor and
outdoor playing areas and raise the space standard
of indoor playing areas from 1.75 m2 to 3 m2 per

‘child. ' .

B CURRICULUM - GENERAL GUIDELINES

The Slovenian Educational Programme was limited
primarily to a detailed content and methodical
implementation;  every guided -activity was
chronologically defined; the sequence of various
activities (games chosen by the children, guided
activities, outdoor activities) and chores was

specified. Such a carefully planned life in & -

preschool institution offered a child little opportunity
for choosing an activity in accordance with his or her
own interests, abilities and biorhythm; on ' the
contrary, he or-she had to conform incessantly to

external requirements,

Innovative and creative preschool teachers have
been hampered for some time by the current
Slovenian Educational Programme, therefore they
seek new approaches to educational work. These
can be seen in greater flexibility in the organisation
of the life in preschool institutions, in paying attention
to a child's uniqueness, in the more flexible planning
and implementation of educational work. The
obsolescence of the educational programme is
being overridden by praxis through the introduction
of various novelties in terms of content, too. In many
cases, the innovations &re professionally planned

and introduced after careful consideration; they raise
the quality of educational work. Sometimes,
however, the changes are superficial and partial and

- primarily reflect fashionable trends in the field of

preschool education or yield to the pl_'essureé of the .-
market.

Within the frame-work of. changes’ in preschool
education, the guidelines for the national curticulum
in preschool institutions are being prepared, which
should consider the following as their starting points:

» the characteristics of the child's development in
a particular-age period;

* the differences among children regarding the
tempo of development, the child's personality,
the style of learning and the family background;

* the range of knowledge and skills we would like
to stimulate in the child;

" the specific features of the social and physical .

environment of a preschool institution.

The curriculum aims for the complete development

of the child, i. e. for the realisation of the following
goals:

* e develop the child's self-concept and his or her-
ability to understand others;

* to develop the ability to recognise feelings and
encourage the experience and expression of
emotions; .

* o nurture curiosity, an inquiring  mind,
imagination, intuition and independent thinking;

* to encourage linguistic development for the
purpose of effective and creative use of speech,
and, at a later stage, of writing and reading as
well;
to stimulate artistic experience and expression;
to stimulate motor abilities and skills;
to convey the knowledge of various fields of
science and everyday life;

* to develop independence regarding personal
hygiene and health care.




