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Editorial on the Research Topic
 Navigating trends and challenges in educational professionalism




In recent years, educational professionalism—characterized by educators' ethical, adaptive, and reflective enactment of their roles—has gained prominence in research and practice. The COVID-19 pandemic, technological advancements, and evolving societal expectations have further complicated this landscape, compelling educators to reconcile traditional professional norms with emerging demands. Given the prospective impact of teacher professionalism on job satisfaction, retention, and student outcomes, it is essential to examine what we mean by professionalism and how it can best be supported. Teachers today must navigate their professional identity amid shifting expectations from parents, students, and policymakers, within increasingly diverse and technology-driven societies, and, for many, a persistent mismatch between the narrowly defined outcomes of accountability systems and their own understanding of what truly matters in education.

This Research Topic, “Navigating trends and challenges in educational professionalism,” was thus initiated to consolidate empirical and theoretical work examining how educators across various contexts negotiate professionalism amid these changing conditions. The contributions compiled herein document existing tensions and best practices and propose directions for rethinking educator professionalism during these dynamic times.

The main goals of this topic were to (1) explore how teachers understand and express their professional identity amidst modern challenges, (2) identify systemic, institutional, and personal elements that either facilitate or hinder professionalism, and (3) suggest frameworks or strategies to enhance professional skills in various environments. By encouraging contributions from different educational levels, cultural backgrounds, and research methods, we intended to gather comprehensive, cross-contextual insights rather than focusing narrowly on a single discipline.

The articles published under this topic can be clustered into three thematic strands.

	1. Professional identity, researcher engagement, and educator wellbeing

Several studies on this topic have delved into how teachers conceptualize themselves as professionals and researchers in complex environments. For example, Ni examined how English teachers in a regional Chinese university articulated their research engagement amid institutional constraints, shedding light on the internal tensions between aspiration and action. Similarly, Ghiasvand et al. explored educator resilience in higher education during the COVID-19 pandemic, revealing how stressors strain professional commitment yet prompt adaptive strategies. Lunina and Jurgile reported on teachers working with refugee children, highlighting loneliness, lack of support, and emotional challenges as realities that test professional resolve. Together, these contributions underscore that professionalism is not static but is continually negotiated concerning institutional constraints, wellbeing pressures, and identity tensions.

	2. Professionalism through institutional, cultural, and contextual lenses

The second set of studies demonstrates how school climate, institutional structures, and cultural context mediate professional practices. Alshuhumi et al. use structural equation modeling to examine how Omani primary school climate and teacher self-efficacy influence innovative teaching practices—offering empirical evidence on how external milieu shapes professional enactment. Matulaitiene et al. considered teacher- and student-level factors that support primary school students' self-regulated learning, implying a relational and distributed view of professionalism in practice. Lawrent presents reflective narratives on how teacher identity is constructed through educational sector developments, shedding light on how professional self-understanding shifts with policy change. These studies emphasize that professionalism is co-shaped by relational, institutional, and cultural conditions—not individual intentions.

	3. Professionalism in practice: Pedagogical approaches and educator attitudes

The third cluster foregrounds how professional commitments translate into pedagogical choices and educators' mindsets. Alvarado's systematic review of design thinking as a teaching methodology highlights how educators' agency and innovative pedagogies can reflect a professional commitment to learner-centered practice. AlAli and Al-Barakat explored how science teachers' formative assessment practices contribute to children's learning, implicitly framing such practices as expressions of professional responsibility. Rafiq et al. investigated how prospective teachers' research attitudes and knowledge relate to their academic achievement, offering insight into how early professional sensibilities may develop in teacher education. Praharsh et al. examine educational experiences in single-parent contexts to call for deeper educational professionalism that is socially responsive and equitable.

While each article brings a distinct lens, they sketch a multifaceted portrait of educational professionalism: identity in tension, contextually mediated, and practice grounded in pedagogical commitment.

From a broader perspective, these contributions advance this field in several ways. First, they reinforce that professionalism is not a monolithic, static set of norms but a dynamic, contested space in which identity, context, and practice intersect. Second, they signal that future professionalism research must attend to wellbeing, institutional constraints, and pedagogical innovation in tandem—not in isolation. Third, methodologically, they exemplify diverse designs (systematic reviews, quantitative modeling, narrative inquiry) that can be leveraged to triangulate the understanding of professionalism.

We suggest a few promising pathways for future research. One is the integration of longitudinal designs to trace how professional identity evolves over time and in the face of change (e.g., policy shifts, digital disruptions). Another focus is on intervention studies: How might professional development programs or institutional reforms promote sustainable professionalism? Also crucial is comparative and cross-cultural work to discern universal vs. context-bound professional norms. Finally, more attention to power relations, equity, and social justice is merited professionalism should not merely maintain the system but critically transform it in an inclusive direction.

We sincerely thank the authors whose rigorous work has enriched this Research Topic. Your insights will help us better understand how educators negotiate professionalism in complex, shifting environments. We hope this Research Topic stimulates further dialogue, empirical inquiry, and institutional innovation in educational professionalism.
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Introduction: The needs of today’s higher education have changed and higher education does not need a one-way communication from teacher to student but rather learn to appreciate the new role of the teacher as a facilitator with mutual responsibilities toward the creation of knowledge. Heutagogy, which emphasizes learner autonomy and the creation of self-determined learners, has garnered attention as a potential solution to address the evolving needs of teacher preparation. However, empirical research on the beliefs and attitudes of Heutagogy within the teacher education context remains limited. This study aimed to fill this gap by exploring the beliefs and attitudes of lecturers and pre-service teachers of the School of Education and Life-Long Learning (SoELL) at SDD-UBIDS.
Methods: Convergent mixed method design with both quantitative and qualitative data analysis, the study collected both quantitative and qualitative data on 513 Pre-service teachers and 30 Lecturers from SoELL, SDD-UBIDS using a four-point Likert scale questionnaire and interview.
Results: The findings revealed diverse perspectives among Lecturers and Pre-service Teachers regarding Heutagogy, with varying levels of understanding, acceptance, and readiness for implementation. Lecturers expressed enthusiasm for Heutagogy’s potential to foster learner autonomy and critical thinking skills, while pre-service teachers demonstrated varying levels of readiness and comfort with self-directed learning approaches.
Discussion: Lecturers and Pre-service teachers expressed willingness to embrace a self-determined approach in which the learner reflects on what is learned and how it is learned and where the Lecturers teach the learners how to learn by themselves. The cognitive conflict and the inadequacy of pre-service teachers’ preparedness will necessitate a shift in their attitudes toward developing autonomy skills to effectively navigate the challenges of the 21st-century knowledge economy.
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Introduction

Education has traditionally been viewed as a pedagogic relationship between the teacher and the learner where the teacher has to impart knowledge to learners. It was always the teacher who decided what the learner needed to know, and indeed how the knowledge and skills should be taught. However, the 21st-century teaching and learning environment requires a shift from the pedagogical (teacher-centered/teacher-directed) learning approach to a more holistic teaching and learning approach. Educators need to rethink existing teaching approaches to prepare students for future careers that Industry 4.0 will change and create. How we teach and learn needs to be “re-imagined for the emerging futures of work” (Hussin, 2018; Salmon, 2019) including the alignment of technology and human teaching and learning.

Learning has become more aligned with what we do rather than what we know, making traditional methods of disciplined-based knowledge inadequate to prepare learners to live and work in communities and workplaces (Davis and Hase, 2001). Adult learners and workers who are long-life learners expect flexible and agile learning experiences that match the needs of the future (Salmon, 2019; Blaschke, 2021). Skills that are most valuable in an Industry world are those that are human-centric such as leadership, social influence, emotional intelligence, collaboration, creativity, critical thinking, flexibility, and adaptation to change (Salmon, 2019; World Economic Forum, 2020).

Recent educational reforms coupled with pandemics of the world on the educational system of Ghana suggest that educators and learners need to think beyond traditional pedagogy and andragogy and embrace a holistic professional practice of development of our students through lifelong learning and personalization of learning. Patel and Khanushiya (2018) argue that the needs of today’s higher education have changed and higher education does not need a one-way communication from the teacher to the student anymore but rather learn to appreciate the new role of the teacher as an intermediary of a double loop communication with mutual responsibilities and scopes toward the creation of knowledge.

The National Teacher Education Curriculum Framework (2018), stressed that teacher education systems face challenges in adequately preparing teachers for the current global realities brought about by the rapid pace of economic, social, technological, and environmental challenges. There is a debate on how these challenges can be overcome. Traditional approaches to teaching and learning that put subject content in ‘silos’ are being challenged by ‘modern’ approaches that enable the student teachers to create a more holistic and integrative environment, one that aids them to become more productive. The tertiary education sector is expected to produce cadres of highly qualified individuals to support economic and social development in Ghana. However, the sector faces challenges in terms of limited provision, severe inequities, and low quality. This situation has been partly blamed for the high graduate unemployment in the country (Ghana’s Education Strategic Plan, 2018–2030).

Learners are now lifelong learners, learning their profession throughout life, in chunks and when they need it (Blaschke and Hase, 2015). Considering the current trends in education, pedagogical and even andragogical educational methods are no longer fully sufficient in preparing students for thriving in the place of work requiring a more self-directed and self-determined approach in which the student reflects upon what is learned and how it is learned (Patel and Khanushiya, 2018).

Heutagogic approaches to learning are reported as facilitating entrepreneurial skills both for university students and entrepreneurs (Barton, 2012; Kapasi, 2016; Fearon et al., 2020). Kapasi (2016, p. 20) suggests that “complex and changing environments require today’s Higher Education Institutions (HEI) students to take ownership and control of their (lifelong) learning. The process of exercising ownership over the learning journey develops creative thinking, analytical, communication, and teamwork skills.

While the theoretical underpinnings of Heutagogy have been extensively discussed in the literature, there remains a paucity of empirical research examining its application and effectiveness in teacher education settings. Recent studies have highlighted the potential of Heutagogy to cultivate critical thinking, problem-solving abilities, and self-regulated learning skills among students (Stoten, 2020; Blaschke, 2021; Koul and Nayar, 2021; Lapele et al., 2021; Lynch et al., 2021). However, there is a need for an in-depth exploration of how Heutagogy is perceived, understood, and implemented by key stakeholders such as Lecturers and Pre-service teachers in teacher education.

This study seeks to address this gap in the literature by investigating the conceptions of lecturers and beliefs and readiness of pre-service teachers regarding Heutagogy as an alternative approach to teacher education in the School of Education and Life-Long Learning, SDD-UBIDS. By examining their attitudes, beliefs, and experiences, this research aims to provide valuable insights into the acceptance and implementation of Heutagogy within the teacher education landscape.



Literature review


The concept of Heutagogy

Heutagogy a concept coined by Stewart Hase of Southern Cross University and Chris Kenyon in Australia is the study of self-determined learning. As it is noted that andragogy grew out of the term pedagogy, heutagogy is an offshoot of andragogy (Patel and Khanushiya, 2018).

Heutagogy maintains the andragogical student-centered emphasis but takes it a step further by highlighting the importance of developing the skills necessary to learn on one’s own, so it is often described as the study of self-determined or self-directed learning. It is not just about learning content but also learning how to learn. It is a particularly relevant approach in institutions of higher learning such as universities, as the digital age has given enormous content and resources available to anyone with a technological device and internet access.

For example, Ashton and Newman (2006) studied a group of academics in a university program preparing new teachers. They found that “heutagogy provides an enriched teaching methodology for lifelong learning in universities in the 21st century” (p. 826) and Lock et al. (2021) recognized that the complexities of a changing world require people to be lifelong learners. This corroborates the claims from heutagogy and Education, in which both emphasize the importance of developing lifelong learners to prepare them for an ever-changing work world (World Economic Forum, 2020; Blaschke, 2021).

As per Canning (2010), the heutagogical approach can be viewed as a progression from pedagogy to andragogy to heutagogy, with students likewise progressing in maturity and autonomy.

At the Pedagogy Level: Instructors are firmly in control of the learning process, working toward motivating students to engage in learning content.

At the Andragogy Level: The instructor begins to cultivate the learner’s ability to self-direct his or her learning, allowing him or her more freedom in directing how learning occurs and providing less structure in the course design. However, the instructor is still the primary agent in the learning process, continuing to scaffold and construct the learning experience, while allowing a higher degree of learner autonomy.

At the Heutagogy Level: The learner assumes full control of his or her learning and is granted complete autonomy in deciding how he or she will learn (Canning, 2010, p. 62).

More mature students require less teacher control and course structure and can be more self-directed in their learning while less mature students require more teacher guidance and course scaffolding. With its base in andragogy, heutagogy further extends the andragogical approach and can be understood as a continuum of andragogy.

Blaschke and Hase (2015) explained the overview of attributes that help demonstrate ways in which heutagogy builds upon and extends andragogy has been viewed as a continuum of andragogy as given below.
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Higher education has a particular resemblance to the heutagogical approach due to higher education’s inherent characteristics of requiring and promoting student autonomy, its traditional focus on adult students, and its evolutionary and symbiotic relationship with technology. Because of this resemblance higher education is in a unique position to provide a sustainable environment for studying and researching this teaching and learning method and for assessing and evaluating the theory’s appropriateness as a theory of higher education.



Heutagogy and teacher education

Varenhorst and Marsick (2018) proposed a pedagogic learning design framework for teacher education, aiming to empower teachers as self-directed learners actively shaping their professional development journeys. Overall, Varenhorst and Marsick’s framework provides a valuable foundation for designing heutagogic teacher education programs that empower teachers, promote knowledge sharing, and cultivate lifelong learners who can thrive in dynamic educational environments.

In the exploration of heutagogy in teacher education, Mantovani and Jarvis (2023) advocate for venturing beyond its standalone application and fostering its integration with other pedagogical approaches. This broadened perspective promises a more holistic teacher education experience that leverages the strengths of various methods to address diverse learner needs and educational contexts. Mantovani and Jarvis (2023) call for further research and experimentation to explore effective models for integrating heutagogy with other pedagogical approaches. This requires collaboration between researchers, teacher educators, and practitioners to design, implement, and evaluate innovative teacher education programs that leverage the strengths of diverse methodologies and empower teachers to become self-directed, lifelong learners who can thrive in the complexities of contemporary education. By embracing an integrative approach, teacher education can move beyond rigid, one-size-fits-all methods and cultivate well-rounded, adaptable educators equipped to navigate the ever-evolving landscape of teaching and learning.

While heutagogic approaches in teacher education hold immense potential for empowering self-directed learning and fostering adaptability, Fisher (2022) highlights the crucial need to consider cultural contexts and individual learning styles for their successful implementation. Fisher (2022) emphasizes the dynamic nature of cultural contexts and individual learning styles. Heutagogic programs need to be continuously adapted and refined to remain culturally relevant and cater to the diverse needs of educators. This requires ongoing reflection, evaluation, and collaboration between program designers, facilitators, and participating teachers to ensure successful and equitable implementation of heutagogic approaches in teacher education.

By embracing cultural sensitivity and individual learning styles, heutagogic programs can unlock the full potential of self-directed learning, empowering teachers to become culturally responsive and adaptable educators who can effectively cater to the diverse needs of their students in an increasingly interconnected world.

While promising potential surrounds heutagogic approaches in teacher education, Korthagen et al. (2021) highlight the critical need for more research on their long-term impact on teacher practice and student learning outcomes. By addressing the call for further research, we can unlock the true potential of heutagogic approaches in teacher education. Understanding their long-term impact will guide program development, refine implementation strategies, and ultimately inform decisions about scaling up heutagogy to empower future generations of educators and cultivate self-directed, lifelong learners. This exploration highlights the multifaceted nature of evaluating the effectiveness of educational interventions. It is crucial to move beyond short-term measures and delve into the lasting influence of innovative approaches like heutagogy to ensure we are truly preparing teachers and students for success in the complexities of the 21st century.




Theoretical framework


Self-determination theory

Self-Determination Theory (SDT) is a psychological framework developed by Deci and Ryan in 1985 that focuses on intrinsic motivation and the factors that drive human behavior by Ryan and Deci (1985). Self-Determination Theory (SDT) provides valuable insights into understanding the underlying motivations and psychological needs of individuals, which are pertinent to the implementation of Heutagogy in teacher education. SDT posits that individuals have three basic psychological needs: autonomy, competence, and relatedness. When these needs are satisfied, individuals are more intrinsically motivated and likely to engage in self-directed learning.


Autonomy

SDT emphasizes the importance of autonomy, which refers to the need to feel in control of one’s actions and decisions. Heutagogy, as discussed in the article, is an educational approach that emphasizes self-directed learning. It empowers learners to take control of their learning processes, set their own goals, and choose their learning strategies. In the context of teacher education, embracing heutagogy means giving pre-service teachers autonomy in their learning journey, allowing them to explore topics of interest, and encouraging them to take ownership of their professional development.



Competence

SDT suggests that individuals have an inherent drive to develop their skills and capabilities. Heutagogical approaches can support this need for competence by providing opportunities for pre-service teachers to engage in meaningful learning experiences that enhance their knowledge, skills, and understanding of teaching practices. By actively participating in their learning process, pre-service teachers can gain confidence in their abilities and develop the competencies necessary for effective teaching.



Relatedness

The need for relatedness refers to the desire to feel connected to others and to have meaningful relationships. In the context of teacher education, heutagogy can foster a sense of community and collaboration among pre-service teachers and lecturers. By encouraging peer learning, group discussions, and collaborative projects, heutagogical approaches can create opportunities for meaningful interactions and supportive relationships within the learning environment.

Overall, the principles of Self-Determination Theory provide a valuable framework for understanding the potential benefits of heutagogy in teacher education. By promoting autonomy, competence, and relatedness, heutagogical approaches can empower pre-service teachers to become lifelong learners who are capable of adapting to the demands of the teaching profession and making meaningful contributions to education.





Materials and methods

The design for the study was the Convergent mixed method design. Creswell and Creswell (2023) indicated that convergent mixed methods design is the design in which the researcher converges or merges quantitative and qualitative data to provide a comprehensive analysis of the research problem. In this design, the investigator typically collects both forms of data at roughly the same time and then integrates the information into the interpretation of the overall results. The first author adopted a census approach to select a total of 543 participants, comprising 513 pre-service teacher students and 30 lecturers, respectively. Ten participants from each group were also interviewed by the second author for qualitative data.


Instrumentation

Quantitative data was collected using a four-point Likert scale questionnaire with both closed-ended and open-ended questions which was developed by the researcher. The first part of the questionnaire was a five-point Likert scale which involved “5 = Strongly Agree, 4 = Agree, 3 = Neutral, 2 = Disagree, and 1 = Strongly. Qualitative interviews lasted 20 min on average per participant involving open-ended questions about individuals’ beliefs and perceptions about the principles of heutagogy as a training approach.



Ethical issues

Ethical clearance for the study was obtained from the ethics committee of the School of Education and life-long Learning. Participant’s consent was also obtained as well as confidentiality and anonymity assured that all the information obtained would only be used for the stated purposes and no other person had access to them Pseudonyms are used where necessary and other identifiable features concealed to protect participants.



Data analysis

Quantitative data collected through the questionnaires were analyzed through. Descriptive statistics in the form of percentages, mean, and standard deviation with the help of Statistical Product for Service Solution (SPSS) software version 22. Directed content analysis was used to process the qualitative interviews.




Results

As illustrated in Table 1, Findings indicated that lecturers demonstrated negative responses toward the notion of being more active in directing teaching and learning experiences. There was a prevailing sentiment among lecturers discouraging the idea of taking center stage and exerting control over the learning experience in higher education. Instead, lecturers expressed a belief that they should refrain from imposing learning experiences and materials on students, thereby avoiding the creation of an impression that lectures are the sole source of knowledge and learning experiences. Additionally, there was a consensus among lecturers that pre-service teachers should not solely rely on handouts provided by lecturers as the primary source of knowledge. Rather, lecturers should focus on creating a conducive learning environment and serve as facilitators, guiding and correcting misconceptions that may arise during the learning process of learners.



TABLE 1 Lecturers’ viewpoints regarding their role in determining the teaching and learning experiences.
[image: Table showing survey results on lecturer roles, with columns for agreement percentage, disagreement percentage, mean, standard deviation, and total responses. Key findings include 53.4% disagreeing that lectures should solely determine learning, and 90% disagreeing that students should reproduce exactly what was taught in exams. Grand mean is 1.8, criterion mean is 2.5.]

 “I think that lecturers should only create an enabling environment for learning to take place instead of inducing it, besides each individual has his or her way of learning how then can a single person take all these onto himself, the environment has an influence on the performance of learning, so lecturers should, in my opinion, play that guiding role by being enablers of a conducive and smooth environment for learning to strife” (Lecturer interviewee 2. February 2024).



The noticeable shift observed in lecturers’ perspectives, moving away from the traditional approach to teaching and learning toward a new paradigm where students are empowered to determine their learning paths, resonates deeply with Self-Determination Theory (Ryan and Deci, 1985). This theory posits that individuals have innate psychological needs for autonomy, competence, and relatedness, which are essential for optimal motivation and well-being. By embracing student autonomy and allowing them to take control of their learning, educators fulfill students’ need for autonomy, fostering intrinsic motivation and engagement in the learning process.

The views expressed by Patel and Khanushiya (2018), suggesting minimal changes within higher education environments to accommodate this shift, echo the principles of Self-Determination Theory. Minimal changes imply a recognition of the importance of providing opportunities for autonomy within existing educational structures. In this evolving landscape, higher education teaching methods increasingly emphasize self-directed learning, with lecturers assuming the role of guides rather than sole purveyors of knowledge. By facilitating students’ autonomy in determining their learning paths, educators support their intrinsic motivation, and enhance their overall learning experience, aligning with the principles of Self-Determination Theory.

As illustrated in Table 2, findings revealed that pre-service teachers exhibited positive responses toward the idea of lecturers being more active and directive in shaping the teaching and learning experiences. They expressed a preference for lecturers taking center stage and exerting control over the learning process in higher education. SDT emphasizes the importance of autonomy-supportive contexts. When learners feel autonomous and have some control over their learning, intrinsic motivation is fostered. Pre-service teachers’ reliance on handouts from lecturers suggests a desire for external guidance, which may stem from a lack of perceived autonomy in determining their learning paths. Pre-service teachers conveyed a belief that lecturers, as the “experts,” should determine both the content and methodology of learning, viewing them as authorities who possess superior knowledge and understanding. Although SDT acknowledges that individuals often look to authorities (such as lecturers) for guidance(cite). Pre-service teachers viewing lecturers as experts who possess superior knowledge does not reflect this tendency. Indeed, striking a balance between authority and autonomy is essential for fostering intrinsic motivation. Additionally, the research indicated that pre-service teachers demonstrated limited confidence and self-efficacy in autonomously determining their learning paths. They expressed a preference for receiving handouts from lecturers, suggesting a reliance on external materials provided by instructors rather than engaging in self-directed learning. Pre-service teachers’ limited confidence and self-efficacy in autonomously determining their learning paths, coupled with their preference for receiving handouts from lecturers, underscore a proclivity toward external regulation and a reluctance to engage in self-directed learning. This reluctance to embrace autonomy in learning may impede the development of intrinsic motivation and hinder the cultivation of self-determined learners, as emphasized by Self-Determination Theory. This was corroborated by some students interviewed:



TABLE 2 Pre-service teachers’ perspectives on lecturers determining the teaching and learning experiences.
[image: A table presents survey data on lecturer roles and student learning. Statements are listed with percentages agreeing and disagreeing, plus mean and standard deviation scores for each. Notable points include 75.8% disagreeing that lecturers should impose materials. Lecturers providing handouts has strong agreement at 66.1%. The grand mean is 2.6 with a criterion mean of 2.5. Total respondents are 513.]


Lecturers play a key role in what and how the student should study. It is the lecturers who provide students with the course outline for the trimester, the course outline will then create the boundaries within which students study the course. Also, without the lecturers' guidance on how and what students should study, students will learn haphazardly. Each student will study from where he or she thinks is suitable. Again, to the mode of assessment, how will the lecturer assess students at the end of the day? Without the lecturer determining what students should learn, setting exam questions becomes a tag of war as the lecturers will end up favoring others to the detriment of others. I will conclude by stating emphatically that lecturers are at every liberty to determine what students should learn (Student Interviewee 1. February 2024).

I believe that lecturers have a better understanding of the requirements of employees as they are often in constant research. From my observation, our courses are always designed with knowledge of what employers want. Sometimes students don't even know what courses they're to do before they report. It'll be impractical to allow them to make any input (Student interviewee 4. February 2024).
 

Pre-service teachers, however, expressed opposition to the notion of lecturers imposing learning materials on them or relying solely on these materials as the primary source of knowledge. While they acknowledged their comfort in receiving learning materials from lecturers, they disapproved of the idea of these materials being the sole source of knowledge for their learning. SDT recognizes the role of self-efficacy in motivation. Pre-service teachers demonstrating limited confidence in autonomously determining their learning paths may benefit from autonomy-supportive environments that build their self-efficacy.

Findings from Table 3, regarding lecturers’ perceptions of pre-service teachers’ active participation in teaching and learning experiences revealed a notable trend. Mentors consistently scored a grand mean score of 3.0, exceeding the criterion mean of 2.5, with a corresponding standard deviation of 0.6. This indicates a positive response among lecturers, suggesting that they endorse the idea of students being more active and self-determined in their teaching and learning experiences.



TABLE 3 Lecturers’ viewpoints regarding the role of pre-service teachers in determining the teaching and learning experiences.
[image: A table showing survey results on student and lecturer roles in education. Categories include student dependence on lecturers, research freedom, exposure to non-curricular content, and involvement in learning design. Agreement percentages range from 3.3% to 100%, with corresponding means. Grand mean is 3.0 and criterion mean is 2.5.]


At the university level, students are mature and for this reason, lecturers should not dictate to students what they should learn but rather, guide students on what and how to learn (Lecturer interviewee 4. February 2024).

When students are allowed to do discovery learning, it will help them build the spirit of teamwork and good interpersonal relationships with the people in their environment” (Lecturer interviewee 1. February 2024).
 

Findings indicated that lecturers hold the belief that pre-service teachers at higher levels of education, such as universities, possess a level of maturity that enables them to take charge of their learning process. Consequently, lecturers advocated for an approach where they refrain from adopting a one-size-fits-all method of teaching. Instead, they emphasized the importance of allowing students to actively discover and determine their learning paths, albeit under the guidance of lecturers.

By recognizing the capacity of pre-service teachers to exercise autonomy in their learning, lecturers implicitly acknowledge and support the fulfillment of their need for autonomy, thereby fostering intrinsic motivation and engagement in the educational endeavor.

The advocacy by lecturers for an approach that eschews a rigid, one-size-fits-all method of teaching in favor of one that prioritizes student agency in discovering and determining their learning paths further underscores a commitment to promoting autonomy within the educational context. This approach resonates with the principle of autonomy within Self-Determination Theory, which emphasizes the importance of individuals’ ability to make choices and exert control over their actions. By affording students the freedom to actively participate in knowledge acquisition and skill development, albeit within the framework of guidance provided by lecturers, educators facilitate the fulfillment of students’ intrinsic psychological needs, thereby enhancing their motivation and fostering a deeper engagement with the learning process.

In essence, the stance taken by lecturers reflects a recognition of the pivotal role of autonomy in promoting optimal motivation and learning outcomes, as espoused by Self-Determination Theory. By embracing an approach that empowers students to actively shape their educational experiences, lecturers not only support the development of self-determined learners but also contribute to the cultivation of a dynamic and enriching educational environment characterized by intrinsic motivation and meaningful engagement. Patel and Khanushiya (2018), further argue that implementing a self-determined learning environment necessitates a shift in teaching approach. Specifically, educators must prioritize and foster student self-direction in the learning process. Whether lecturers’ perspectives about learners’ self-determination reflect the actual opportunities granted to students for self-directed learning is yet to be determined, but suffice to say that educators’ positive orientation toward SDT is a welcome idea.

Moreover, the findings suggested that lecturers recognized the diversity among pre-service teachers and the need to accommodate varied learning preferences and styles. By adopting a flexible and student-centered approach, lecturers aim to empower pre-service teachers to engage meaningfully with the course material and take ownership of their learning journey. This approach not only promotes deeper understanding and retention of content but also cultivates essential skills such as critical thinking, problem-solving, and self-regulation.

Findings from Table 4, which presented students’ responses regarding their active participation in teaching and learning experiences, revealed a significant trend. The results showed a grand mean score of 3.3, accompanied by a corresponding standard deviation of 0.8. This indicates a positive response among students, suggesting a strong inclination toward being more active and self-determined in their teaching and learning experiences.



TABLE 4 Pre-service teachers’ viewpoints regarding their role in determining the teaching and learning experiences.
[image: A table outlines opinions on educational practices with percentages agreeing or disagreeing with each statement. The statements cover note-taking, student involvement, research, exposure to new content, and design participation. Each row includes mean, standard deviation, and total responses. The bottom row presents a grand mean of 3.3 and a criterion mean of 2.5.]

Qualitative data of students’ expressions corresponds with this response as some students had this to say.


Students at that stage need to do more research on their course of study. When lectures spoon-feed them with everything, the spirit of researching for information will die off in them (Student Interviewee 5, February 2024).

No, because at this level, students know what they want and how to learn. Lecturers should rather guide students in learning by providing them with the necessary conditions for learning (Student Interviewee 7, February 2024).
 

Findings from Table 4 showed that pre-service teachers exhibited a strong belief in their ability to determine what and how they learn, particularly when provided with appropriate guidance from their lecturers. By expressing confidence in their ability to self-direct their learning, pre-service teachers exhibit a sense of autonomy, fulfilling one of their fundamental psychological needs as posited by SDT. They perceived self-determined learning as an opportunity to enhance their research skills and other essential competencies. This reflects the pursuit of competence, another intrinsic need highlighted in Self-Determination Theory, which indicates that individuals are motivated to engage in activities that allow them to experience a sense of mastery and efficacy. By viewing self-determined learning as a means to develop and refine their skills, students demonstrate a proactive approach to fulfilling their need for competence, thereby enhancing their intrinsic motivation and engagement in the learning process.

Moreover, students expressed a desire to expand their learning beyond the confines of the prescribed curriculum, recognizing the value of exposure to broader content within their field of study. This sentiment aligns with arguments put forth by Blaschke (2021) and the World Economic Forum (2020), emphasizing the importance of learner agency and student-driven learning in education and heutagogy.

Furthermore, the research revealed that students view self-determined learning as a pathway to lifelong learning, where they have the autonomy to decide how and when to learn. This assertion underscores the significance of providing students with opportunities to exercise their voice and choice in the learning process. Additionally, insights from Glassner and Back (2019) shed light on the transformative nature of self-determined learning experiences. Students not only gain a deeper understanding of themselves as learners but also develop essential skills to navigate the challenges inherent in self-directed learning. Moreover, they leverage the benefits of collaborative and cooperative learning in small groups to enhance their learning outcomes.



Discussion

The findings gathered from this study provide compelling evidence of the collective disposition of both lecturers and pre-service teachers toward endorsing a self-determined approach to learning. This approach encompasses a paradigm in which learners are encouraged to actively participate in the processes of content selection, methodological exploration, and environmental adaptation. Within the discourse surrounding self-determined learning, the concept of heutagogy emerges as a salient theoretical framework. Heutagogy is recognized as an instrumental pedagogical framework capable of nurturing the cultivation of vital competencies requisite for autonomous learning.

Heutagogy, often juxtaposed with traditional pedagogical models, emphasizes learner-centeredness and places a premium on the development of metacognitive skills, critical thinking, and self-regulation. Scholars such as Hase and and Kenyon (2003) and Ryan and Deci (1985), have championed heutagogical principles as essential for fostering the capacity for autonomous learning, positing that learners, under the auspices of heutagogy, become adept at navigating complex learning environments and assuming ownership of their educational trajectories. Patel and Khanushiya (2018) indicate that heutagogy is increasingly recognized as a practical solution in professional higher education institutions, such as nursing, engineering, and education. Educators in these fields have acknowledged the importance of incorporating Heutagogy into their teaching practices to address the critical challenges faced by students in real-world work settings.

The empirical findings of the present study resonate with extant literature, as they underscore the perceived value attributed to heutagogy by both educators and learners. The mutual acknowledgment of heutagogy’s efficacy in fostering essential competencies for autonomous learning suggests a convergence of perspectives toward the cultivation of learner agency and self-directedness. By engaging in reflective practices and exercising choice in content selection and methodological approaches, learners not only enhance their academic proficiency but also fortify their capacity for self-directed inquiry and lifelong learning, an outcome congruent with the foundational tenets of Self-Determination Theory (Ryan and Deci, 1985).

Moreover, the study illuminates the imperative of transcending traditional conceptions of learning, which prioritize the mere acquisition of content knowledge, to embrace a more holistic view that emphasizes the cultivation of independent learning capabilities. This shift underscores a departure from passive reception of knowledge toward an active engagement with the learning process, an evolution epitomizing the principles of autonomy and competence posited within Self-Determination Theory.

This study’s emphasis on a self-determined approach using Heutagogy aligns with SDT and contributes to the understanding of effective learning practices in teacher education. By fostering autonomy, competence, and potential relatedness through a supportive learning community, educators can empower pre-service teachers to become lifelong, self-directed learners. However, the study also noted a cognitive disagreement among students regarding who determines and directs their learning. While expressing a desire for increased autonomy, self-determination, and independence in their learning, students also responded positively to lecturers taking a central role in directing their learning.

This multifaceted response underscores a potential incongruity between students’ professed desires for autonomy and their readiness to fully embrace the responsibilities inherent in self-determined learning paradigms.

This cognitive disagreement aligns with the concept of autonomy support within Self-Determination Theory (SDT) as described by Ryan and Deci (1985). While students desire autonomy (increased self-determination and independence), their positive response to a lecturer-centered approach suggests a potential lack of experience or confidence in fully self-directed learning. This could be due to a history of teacher-directed learning environments, leading to a state of learned helplessness.

Research by Deci and Ryan (2000) suggests that autonomy support fosters intrinsic motivation when it allows learners to feel a sense of choice, competence, and relatedness. In the context of this study, creating a supportive Heutagogical environment involves not only offering opportunities for self-directed learning but also scaffolding student development toward greater autonomy. The World Economic Forum (2020) calls for a shift from process-based learning, characterized by teachers imparting direct knowledge through demonstrations of processes and formulas, to a problem-based approach. This approach involves assigning collaborative projects to preservice teachers and providing opportunities to explore multiple solutions to real-world problems.

The “cognitive disagreement” can be addressed by incorporating strategies that promote metacognition; awareness, and understanding of one’s learning processes. Works like (Yuen and Fleming, 2018) emphasize the importance of metacognitive skills in Heutagogy, allowing learners to take ownership of their learning journey. By explicitly teaching metacognitive skills, lecturers can empower students to navigate the transition from teacher-directed to self-directed learning.

Furthermore, fostering a growth mindset, as explored by Dweck (2006), can be beneficial. By encouraging students to view challenges as opportunities for learning and growth, lecturers can cultivate a learning environment where students feel confident in taking ownership of their learning experiences.

In light of the aforementioned considerations, the cognitive dissonance observed among students underscores the need for a nuanced approach to fostering self-determined learning. By recognizing and addressing the developmental gaps in students’ readiness for autonomy, educators can facilitate a more seamless transition toward self-directed learning paradigms, thereby aligning pedagogical practices with the principles of Self-Determination Theory and promoting optimal motivation and engagement within educational contexts.

Despite the positive response from lecturers toward embracing student-driven learning and assuming a facilitator role, there remains resistance to the implementation of Heutagogy-based teaching and learning approaches. Therefore, it is imperative for lecturers to actively promote the adoption of Heutagogy, even amidst perceived threats to their traditional roles and authority in the classroom.
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Background: The relevance of teachers’ emotional and social competencies in education has been highlighted as they enable them to establish effective relationships, manage emotional situations and create positive learning environments. The absence of these competencies can lead to emotional exhaustion and negatively affect the classroom environment, thus stressing the need to strengthen these skills so that teaching professionals can adapt to the changing demands of the educational environment.
Objective: The primary aim of this paper is to analyze the existing programs for training socioemotional skills in teachers and evaluate their effectiveness. To achieve this, a systematic review of the literature is conducted, focusing on the empirical research existing to date that promotes and enhances these skills through intervention programs.
Methods: A literature search was performed using the electronic databases Psycinfo, Psicodoc, Psychology Database, Pubmed, Science Direct and Dialnet Plus, following the Preferred Reporting Items for Systematic Reviews and Meta-Analyses (PRISMA) guidelines. Studies were eligible for inclusion in this review if they investigated the effectiveness of interventions and training protocols for enhancing personal competencies of a sample of participants composed of teachers.
Results: Activities aimed at strengthening personal competencies in teachers tend to have a positive impact on areas such as job satisfaction, professional commitment, emotional management, and stress reduction, which has a favorable impact on students. However, the effectiveness of these interventions may vary depending on the design of the study and the individual characteristics of the participants.
Conclusion: The importance of training educators in personal and emotional skills is highlighted, due to its feasibility and the benefits it implies for both educators and students. Valuable insights for future practices, emphasizing the need for continuous training, digital technologies, mentoring, and holistic well-being to improve educational quality and job satisfaction for teachers are provided.
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1 Introduction

The school’s mission has evolved from merely transmitting academic content to fostering competencies and values for the personal development of students by promoting their socio-emotional skills (Pérez-Fuentes et al., 2019; Zych, 2022). Current education system aims to ensure the complete development and well-being of both teachers and students, promoting socio-emotional connections and subsequently enhancing their personal competencies, thereby reducing vulnerability to risky behaviors (Sandoval, 2014; Pérez-Fuentes et al., 2019). To achieve the transfer of necessary knowledge, skills, values, and principles for the ethical, socio-affective, and intellectual development of students, teachers need specific personal competencies that enhance the teaching-learning process, and address individual and collective characteristics (Lytle et al., 2018). Personal competencies include encompassing self-knowledge and emotional and cognitive control (Galvis, 2007), and optimism, sociability, emotional understanding, and self-efficacy, have been highlighted as some of them, among others (Pérez-Fuentes et al., 2019).

Therefore, teachers constantly face a wide variety of challenges in educational institutions (Clandinin et al., 2015; Funes, 2016). Sometimes, these challenging situations exceed an individual’s personal resources and, far from fostering a positive emotional environment, there is an increase in student and teacher attitudes that are detrimental and have a negative impact on student learning and the well-being of the entire educational community (Schutz et al., 2009; Extremera et al., 2019).

Education professionals who have an adequate personal repertoire of competencies are able to recognize and understand their own emotions and those of others and, therefore, use this information effectively to guide their behavior and make appropriate decisions in the classroom (Schutz et al., 2009; García, 2013). Teachers’ personal competencies refer to the ability of teachers to recognize, understand and regulate their own emotional states, establish effective interpersonal relationships, and promote the development of socioemotional skills in the educational environment, such as emotional self-awareness, emotional self-regulation, motivation, empathy and social skills (Salovey and Mayer, 1990; García, 2013). It has been observed that the presence of these psychological skills is related to greater job satisfaction, a greater sense of excitement for the performance of their teaching work, better management of emotionally demanding situations and a reduction in job burnout since these competencies enable them to adapt to different personal and professional contexts (Salovey and Mayer, 1990; Bakker and Demerouti, 2017; Mérida López et al., 2020). Another factor that becomes important in teachers is metacognition, which refers to the ability to control one’s cognitive processes by enabling one to understand oneself and others in terms of mental states, such as feelings, convictions, intentions, and desires, and to be able to reflect on one’s own and others’ behaviors (Iacolino et al., 2023). Thus, teachers who have a better repertoire of emotional regulation are more likely to be more effective in achieving their academic goals, creating quality social relationships and appropriately managing classroom functioning, preventing the occurrence of negative classroom situations and problems associated with adolescent disruptive behavior, such as bullying (in the classroom or through the Internet, interpersonal violence and substance abuse) (Sutton, 2004; Pérez-Fuentes et al., 2021; Molero et al., 2023).

Teachers with good personal competencies tend to create an emotionally safe classroom environment that favors the learning and socioemotional development of students, who develop skills such as empathy, peaceful conflict resolution and the cultivation of life skills; and benefit their state of well-being, the academic performance of their students and their personal development within the educational environment (Lasauskiene and Rauduvaite, 2015; Aristulle and Paoloni-Stente, 2019; Molero et al., 2022; Al-Jbouri et al., 2023). In contrast, teachers who lack good emotional skills tend to experience emotional exhaustion and may transmit negative emotions to their students, generating an unfavorable classroom environment for learning and hindering the establishment of positive relationships and effective conflict resolution, as well as the occurrence of burnout in students and a detriment in their school performance (Bermúdez and Amaíz, 2017; Martos et al., 2018; Calleja et al., 2019; Laudadío and Mazzitelli, 2019). Teachers who experience stress, job distress and burnout tend to have a lower sense of job satisfaction and a higher number of absenteeism episodes at work, as well as poorer teaching performance, with negative effects on both classroom climate and student performance and, therefore, with detrimental consequences for the quality of the educational abilities imparted (Gkontelos et al., 2023).

There are empirical studies that have been aimed at the development and implementation of designs, interventions, formations or trainings to strengthen social and emotional skills in students (Campayo-Muñoz and Cabedo-Mas, 2017; Badau and Trifan, 2022; Al-Jbouri et al., 2023). However, the need for comprehensive and continuous training of teachers in social–emotional skills has been highlighted in order to promote and develop their personal competencies (Aristulle and Paoloni-Stente, 2019). Although there are works focused on teachers’ emotions (Sutton and Wheatley, 2003), the evolution of society and the current challenges in the educational field require a constant updating of interventions and trainings aimed at strengthening teachers’ personal competencies, and social and emotional abilities given the associations between the capacity for emotional regulation and personal fulfillment and job satisfaction (Brackett et al., 2010). Personal competencies are critical to the well-being and academic success of teachers and their students who, in addition to benefiting from the presence of them, are also harmed by their absence (Jennings and Greenberg, 2009; Kelly et al., 2019). Research and interventions to date have provided valuable information, but there is a need to continue to review and update the literature to adapt to the changing needs of the educational environment. The development of personal competencies in teachers is essential to creating positive learning environments and fostering students’ social–emotional growth (Jennings and Greenberg, 2009).

Given the benefits and risks associated with personal competencies in teachers, this paper aims to explore existing studies on socioemotional training programs for teachers. The objective is to analyze how this kind of competencies have been trained and the effectiveness of the included programs. To achieve this, a systematic review of the literature was conducted, focusing on empirical studies that aim to promote and enhance these skills in teachers through different intervention programs.



2 Methodology

To achieve greater rigor in the process, this systematic review was based and developed according to the standards indicated by the 2020 Preferred Reporting Items for Systematic Reviews and Meta-Analyses PRISMA methodology (Page et al., 2021).


2.1 Search strategy

The following databases were used for the search and review of documents: Psycinfo, Psicodoc, Psychology Database, Pubmed, Science Direct and Dialnet Plus. Based on the objective of this review, the search was to collect studies that addressed a training program aimed at fostering the development of personal competencies with participants who worked as teachers in an educational institution. For this reason, the chosen databases are particularly relevant to the subject matter of the study due to their specialized focus on psychological and educational research, which is relevant for studies on socioemotional skills.

To collect as many publications as possible, two search formulas were established and reviewed using a series of Spanish and English terms as descriptors combined with the Boolean operators “AND” and “OR,” some of them searched for in the title of the publication (ti) and others in the abstract (ab). The two search formulas used in the databases were as follows (the first with English terms and the second with Spanish terms): (1) ti(“emotional competencies” OR “emotional skills” OR “psychosocial competencies” OR “psychosocial skills” OR “personal competencies” OR “personal skills” OR “psychosocial well-being” OR “social–emotional competencies”) AND ab[(Intervention OR treatment OR training OR enhance OR improvement OR program) AND (teacher OR professor)]; and (2) ti(“emotional competencies” OR “emotional skills” OR “psychosocial competencies” OR “psychosocial skills” OR “personal skills” OR “personal skills” OR “psychosocial well-being” OR “social–emotional competencies”) AND ab[(Intervention OR treatment OR training OR training OR enhance OR improvement OR program) AND (teacher OR professor)].

In all the databases and for all the searches performed, the following filters were applied: type of document (scientific journal article, with full text access and evaluated by experts), date (from 2010 to 2023) and language (Spanish and English). The databases used and the results of each search are shown in Table 1, detailing the publications obtained before applying the filters (initial results) and the results that passed the filters (final results).



TABLE 1 Databases and search results.
[image: Table listing various academic databases alongside their search formulas, initial search results, and results after applying filters. Databases include Psicinfo, Psicodoc, Psychology database, Pubmed, Science Direct, Dialnet Plus, and Web of Science. Each entry details the search formula, initial results, and filtered results.]



2.2 Eligibility criteria

Once the eligibility criteria were established and applied, two reviewers independently examined each of the titles and abstracts of the remaining papers to assess their potential eligibility. When the abstract was not sufficient to assess its selection and inclusion in the present work, an exhaustive review of the full text was carried out. Any discrepancies detected in the selection of papers were resolved by consensus. We excluded those studies that did not meet these criteria or did not provide relevant information to respond to the proposed objective.

To establish the exclusion and inclusion criteria, the model known as PICOS (Landa-Ramírez and Arredondo-Pantaleón, 2014) was followed.

Based on this strategy, guidelines have been developed to reject or include documents in this study through its four elements:

	1. Population: studies that provided samples of teachers of any educational level were chosen for this review.
	2. Subject of interest: all the studies that carry out a training program with the objective of enhancing personal competencies with teachers have been considered.
	3. Context: we selected research related to the educational field, excluding intervention studies carried out in any other type of professional context.
	4. Study design: the documents included are empirical scientific articles, peer-reviewed and published in both Spanish and English from 2010 to the present. This publication date filter had the intention of compiling and analyzing as many intervention studies as possible. Studies that were narrative, review or intervention proposals were discarded, as well as those that were descriptive in nature and studies that did not address the training of personal competencies. In addition, articles whose text was not in Spanish or English were excluded.



2.3 Studies selection process

Of the 303 publications initially identified, 196 were selected after applying the filters. The title and abstract were reviewed to confirm their inclusion in the review, leaving 26 available. Finally, of the remaining 26 studies, 13 were rejected after review of the full text, leaving 13 papers selected and included in the review. The selection process of the publications included and reviewed in this work can be seen in Figure 1.

[image: Flowchart titled "Identification of studies via databases" showing the selection process: 303 reports identified; 117 excluded before screening; 160 excluded after title and abstract review; 12 sought, none retrieved; 13 excluded post full-text review; 13 studies included.]

FIGURE 1
 Flow diagram of the studies selection process.





3 Results

A synthesis of the selected studies has been carried out. Table 2 shows the most relevant results of the papers reviewed and included in this work. From left to right, the authors, date of publication and country of origin of each study are shown first. Next, the number of participants and their occupation are shown. Next, the design of each study, the objectives established, the measuring instruments used, the data to be highlighted on the training carried out and, finally, the results obtained are indicated.



TABLE 2 Synthesis of the selected studies.
[image: A comprehensive table compares various studies on emotional and social competencies training programs for teachers. It includes details such as authors, countries, participants, design, targets, evaluation instruments, interventions, duration, and results. Each study explores different aspects like emotional regulation, teacher-student relationships, and teaching effectiveness across different educational levels and contexts.]

It should be noted that Spain is the country that has implemented the largest number of programs in this line of research, being the origin of eight of the 13 studies reviewed. It is also worth mentioning that the most recent study is that of Caires et al. (2023) and the oldest corresponds to Karimzadeh et al. (2012). The largest sample is observed in the work of Schoeps et al. (2019), of 340 participants, while the smallest had 20 teachers (Chianese and Prats, 2021). Five of the samples analyzed are composed of future teachers, i.e., Education students, while the rest of the participants were teachers working in different educational institutions (either public or private schools, and at different formative levels: Pre-school, Primary and/or Secondary). It was found that the most used design was quasi-experimental and, finally, although all the studies had the same research objective (to foster emotional skills in teachers), a great variety was found in the measurement instruments used, the intervention used, its duration, and the results obtained.

Bustamante and Mejía (2019) designed 12 workshops of two hours each, based on EI skills and aimed at fostering the development of competencies such as emotional self-awareness, empathy, emotional regulation, motivation, assertive communication, teamwork, and conflict resolution in teachers of a training center. The activities, both face-to-face and experiential, such as dance and theater, allowed the participants to express positive emotions and manage well-being, based on internal dialogue, attention, concentration, stress control and assertiveness. The results showed favorable effects on the development of competencies: they improved in coping with setbacks and work stress; in the management and expression of emotions, although they were not significant.

In the study conducted by Caires et al. (2023), they carried out an emotional education program consisting of six 90-min sessions in which socioemotional training was applied to future teachers. Participants indicate that, according to their experience, the program positively impacted four of the five domains covered by the program framework: self-awareness, social awareness, relationship skills, and responsible decision making. Results showed that participants experienced an improvement in their emotional repertoire, including the ability to express and understand their own and others’ emotions, as well as empathy and emotional connection.

The training by Castillo-Gualda et al. (2017) followed the RULER method, a social–emotional intervention based on the EI model of Mayer and Salovey (1997) with a duration of three months (eight sessions of three hours each) and the development of EI skills: improving job satisfaction, the level of teaching commitment, and the reduction of work stress levels. Through a face-to-face methodology, teachers improved their emotional understanding (understanding the causes and consequences of their emotions), expanded their emotional vocabulary, acquired a greater emotional management repertoire, and increased their feelings of job satisfaction and performance (personal fulfillment, job effectiveness, and greater concentration and motivation at work). However, no significant differences were obtained in the levels of burnout measured.

Chianese and Prats (2021) applied a Coaching in Education Program (CEd) that consisted of two phases (the first lasted 15.5 h and the second 9.5 h). Group training, individual sessions (face-to-face and online) and peer coaching sessions were conducted. Both qualitative and quantitative results showed a general improvement in these competencies, although the latter were not significant. According to the students, classroom management turned out to be more practical and they were more motivated after the training. On the other hand, teachers and the management team alluded to participation and space for reflection inside and outside the classroom as facilitators of change (justified by the authors as a possible contagion effect), as well as lack of time and overlapping with similar programs as variables that hindered improvement.

Dolev and Leshem’s (2016) work consisted of 12 group workshops and 10 personal coaching sessions, conducted over a 2-year period, as part of an EI training program. Participants conclude that they experienced improvements in their emotional competencies and related behaviors, and that these changes had a positive impact on their work. In addition, many participants showed improvements as reported on the EQ-i measure.

Harvey et al. (2016) worked on classroom environments, relationships, patterns, beliefs, and emotional coaching. Through an emotional coaching of three semi-structured workshops called Quality Learning Circles (based on cognitive-behavioral therapy), each lasting one day and developed over a three-month period, as well as in a follow-up session, peer support was provided, performance practices were compared, and skills tested were reflected upon. The results show an improvement in the teachers’ relationships, boundary setting and emotional awareness. However, not all of them improved and just over a third worsened in the data related to classroom climate. No change in improvement was observed in the students.

The 14-week program of Izquierdo et al. (2022) was based on the work of five dimensions: intrapersonal, interpersonal, stress management, adaptation, and mood/humor. The didactic approaches used in the classroom and their contribution to the development of competencies were analyzed, personal and professional strengths and skills of teachers were discovered, and the development of innovative methodologies and teamwork among teachers, strategies for their emotional development and for effective conflict resolution, work organization, time, communication, and leadership, among others, were encouraged. The dimensions addressed improved significantly in the participants of the intervention condition, highlighting the state of mind, a relevant factor in the creation of a more positive and healthier educational environment.

Karimzadeh et al. (2012) conducted an emotional intelligence teacher (EIT) program for 10 two-hour sessions over 10 weeks, the training provided teachers with a series of practical activities to perform on their own and in the classroom to promote the development of each EI skill, creating a more stable and productive learning environment through positive social interaction, engagement, and academic performance among students. The results showed a significant increase in social–emotional skills and their components in teachers, as well as a positive correlation between increased emotional skills and mental health.

During 10 weeks of a four-month period with two sessions of two hours each, Palomera et al. (2017) integrated an emotional training of active and cooperative methodology in a compulsory subject. Students were organized in small groups and deepened in the competencies introduced by their teacher: self-esteem, emotional regulation, empathy, assertiveness, and social skills; and individual and group practices (role plays, case studies, video analysis, self-reports, group dynamics) were carried out among them. Using audiovisual recordings and scores based on group coordination, communication skills, the quality of the content presented and creativity in the design of the practice, it was possible to increase creativity, self-esteem, and oratorical confidence, and to improve the empathic concern and assertiveness of the future teachers. However, they allude to a “sleeper effect” to explain that the effects at follow-up, 6 months or more after completion, are greater than those observed in the post measures.

Schoeps et al. (2019) organized teachers into seven groups and participated in an intervention program based on the EI skills model of Mayer et al. (2016), completing seven sessions of two hours each (over three months) on experiential dynamics: visualization/meditation, role-playing exercises, and discussions. At the beginning, group cohesion and EI skills were worked on, and in the last two sessions, assertiveness, conflict resolution, self-esteem and empathy were practiced in a natural context. Through the development of emotional skills and abilities, participants significantly reduced their levels of depression and anxiety, and decreased their levels of burnout: they felt less indifference towards work, psychological exhaustion, and feelings of guilt. On the other hand, motivation and commitment remained stable in both groups and, although the experimental group reported feeling more life satisfaction and higher self-esteem than the control group, this result was not maintained over time.

Torrijos et al. (2016) taught an Emotional Education program (Pro-Emociona) in which participants worked on six thematic blocks (emotional recognition and regulation, self-motivation, empathy, and social competencies) through a practical, active, and participatory methodology lasting 30 h in total (two weekly sessions of 3 h). Participants refer to the need, importance, and usefulness of developing this type of competencies both for their teaching practice and for their personal and social well-being. The self-report measure and the satisfaction questionnaire reflect higher levels of intrapersonal competencies (emotional awareness, regulation, and motivation) and interpersonal competencies (empathy and social skills) once the training is completed.

Zych and Llorent (2020) applied an intervention program inspired by the social and emotional learning approach of Elbertson et al. (2009). Over ten sessions of one and a half hours each, they addressed awareness, understanding and emotional management: self-esteem, empathy, assertiveness and responsible decision making. In the intervention group, the program was incorporated into the regular curriculum as a mandatory course called School Climate and Culture of Peace in Early Childhood Education, while the control group followed their regular curriculum, which includes group work, role-playing and some content directly and indirectly related to these competencies. The classes were interactive, with group work, practical examples and role-plays in which participants worked in teams. The results reflect an improvement in the emotional clarity of the intervention group and in participants with low initial level in socioemotional competencies, a statistically significant improvement was found in emotional repair and self-management.

Finally, the author Zych together with other collaborators (Zych et al., 2022) implemented an intervention program based on at least 4 tasks carried out in each subject that was part of the plan for the promotion of social and emotional competencies. These tasks were interactive activities, with techniques such as role-playing and group work, designed to promote empathy, social competencies and emotional understanding and management. It was possible to promote social and emotional competencies in the participants of the intervention group, compared to those of the control group.



4 Discussion

The objective of this review was to analyze a series of experimental studies designed to enhance personal competencies in teachers at different educational levels, with the aim of collecting the work that has been done to date with this population in any educational context in the world. To this end, 13 documents were compiled and analyzed, revealing a certain variety in the approaches, interventions and results of the studies carried out.

First, it was observed that Spain was the country where the largest number of studies following this line of research was developed, indicating a significant interest in the topic in the Spanish educational context. Regarding the participants, some differences were found in the size of the samples, the largest being 340 teachers (Schoeps et al., 2019), while the smallest sample was composed of 20 teachers in the study by Chianese and Prats (2021). In addition, five of the samples analyzed were composed of prospective teachers, while the rest were made up of practicing teachers in different educational institutions. This diversity of participants provides a broader view of the effects of interventions at different stages of the teaching career. It was also noted that the most recent study corresponds to Caires et al. (2023), while the oldest is that of Karimzadeh et al. (2012). In addition, it is highlighted that the quasi-experimental has been the most employed in the reviewed studies.

Given the objective of the present systematic review, all the studies reviewed have shared the objective of enhancing the personal competencies of teachers through different training programs under the premise that EI-based skills can be improved with educational intervention (Izquierdo et al., 2022).

The school we once knew has evolved, transitioning from merely teaching academic content to fostering students’ socio-emotional skills with the aim of enhancing their competencies and values to promote personal growth (Pérez-Fuentes et al., 2019; Zych, 2022). The current education system seeks the holistic development and well-being of both teachers and students by strengthening socio-emotional connections to reduce vulnerability to risky behaviors (Sandoval, 2014; Pérez-Fuentes et al., 2019) and to achieve this, teachers need specific personal competencies (Galvis, 2007; Lytle et al., 2018; Pérez-Fuentes et al., 2019).

In line with this, several studies have demonstrated the effectiveness of programs that promote these personal competencies through effective interventions (Zych et al., 2022). For instance, Bustamante and Mejía (2019) developed an emotional training program that had favorable effects on the overall development of socio-emotional skills. Other programs have targeted specific competencies such as the ability to express and understand emotions, feel empathy and connection (Caires et al., 2023), leadership, kindness, understanding, and student responsibility/freedom (Harvey et al., 2016), self-esteem, empathy, and confidence in public speaking, as well as a significant reduction in fear of public communication (Palomera et al., 2017), and skills in emotional perception, understanding, and regulation (Castillo-Gualda et al., 2017). Some programs have focused on personal competencies related to intrapersonal and interpersonal intelligence, stress management, adaptability, and mood (Izquierdo et al., 2022), and on teachers’ emotional skills through emotional intelligence, improving aspects such as emotional repair, self-management, and motivation (Dolev and Leshem, 2016; Zych and Llorent, 2020).

These programs have provided significant benefits, such as overall improvements in emotional competencies, more practical classroom management, and increased student motivation, as well as changes in participation and reflection (Chianese and Prats, 2021). They have also positively impacted the promotion of work-related variables associated with job satisfaction and performance (Castillo-Gualda et al., 2017), proving effective in the short-and long-term prevention of burnout and emotional symptoms (Schoeps et al., 2019), and improving teachers’ mental health (Karimzadeh et al., 2012).

A great diversity was found in terms of the measurement instruments used, the content of the training sessions, the duration of these trainings, and the results finally obtained in each study. This variety reflects the fact that there is no single, uniform approach to the promotion of emotional skills in teachers, although it may be necessary to design personalized approaches adapted to the specific needs of each group of participants. When analyzing the effects of the exercises presented, it was found that the development of emotional competencies in teachers was generally favorable, although not all the results were statistically significant. This type of interventions aimed at fostering emotional skills in teachers can have positive effects on certain aspects of their professional well-being, such as job satisfaction, teacher commitment, emotional regulation, and stress reduction at work; variables that have a beneficial impact on a student body made up of children and adolescents. However, it is important to note that the results vary according to the design of the study, the duration and nature of the intervention, as well as the characteristics of the participants. More research with rigorous designs and incorporating programs of this type consistently across the curriculum and at all levels is needed, as schools using the social and emotional learning program have been found to report improvements in academic success, less problem behavior, and better-quality educator-student relationships (Karimzadeh et al., 2012). Therefore, it is necessary to investigate this line of action since there is little empirical literature that proposes the development of experimental training programs with education professionals to enhance their cognitive, emotional, and social skills.



5 Conclusions

The results showed that training education professionals in personal and emotional skills is feasible and has numerous positive implications, both for themselves and for the rest of the educational community, especially the students. In this work, the objective was to review training programs aimed at improving personal skills in the educational context with teachers and educators.

One of the main limitations identified in this systematic review is the heterogeneity of the interventions. Programs can vary widely in terms of content, duration, frequency, and methodology, which makes direct comparison between studies difficult, as each intervention may be designed and applied differently, according to the professional delivering it and responding to specific needs of the contexts in which they are implemented. Another limitation to be highlighted is the cultural and geographical context in which the studies are conducted since intervention programs carried out in different cultural and geographical contexts may present results that are not directly applicable to other settings. Sociocultural characteristics, educational systems, and local norms and values can influence the effectiveness of interventions and how they are received by participants, underscoring the relevance of considering the context when interpreting study results and designing intervention programs for different educational environments.

Despite the mentioned limitations, this systematic review has provided valuable insights that can inform future practices in personal competency training for teachers. Training personal competencies in teachers not only improves educational quality but also contributes to educators’ well-being and job satisfaction. Future practice lines should focus on the integration of continuous training, the use of digital technologies, evaluation and feedback systems, personalized research, and the promotion of holistic well-being. These integrated and sustainable approaches will ensure effective and adaptable development of personal competencies in teachers, preparing educators to face the challenges and opportunities of the contemporary educational environment.
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In developing countries like Indonesia, responsible agencies have yet to consider in-depth factors in building better teacher performance in secondary education. Contemporary educational research has explored the relationship between motivation and professional development on teacher performance. However, there needs to be more understanding of this relationship with family sociological conditions, levels of managerial support, and different working conditions. This research examines how motivation and professional development can determine teacher performance by involving these three conditions. This research involved 474 secondary education teachers voluntarily and with specific criteria profiles tailored to their needs. Data collection was assisted using a closed questionnaire with a four-point Likert scale, tested for validity and reliability. Structural Equation Modeling was used to analyze data through path analysis and bootstrap methods. The findings prove the importance of motivation and professional development supported by family sociological conditions, managerial support, and proportional workload in determining teacher performance. These results shed light on secondary education providers in strengthening professional development and simultaneously strengthening teacher motivation which has so far often been overlooked. The strategy used is to provide support in the managerial aspect to create work comfort and a proportional workload to make it easier for teachers to carry out technical development. Lastly, support and positive relationships from the family contribute to strengthening the teacher’s mentality which leads to strengthening work motivation. In conclusion, teacher performance in secondary education can be optimal by carrying out self-development, strengthening motivation, proportional performance, in addition to managerial and family support in establishing mental health.
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1 Introduction

Human resource development (HRD) is vital to improving the micro and macro economy (Correa, 1982). HRD can be done through formal education on several levels to equip cognitive, affective, and psychomotor competencies (Meifert, 2013). Secondary education (SE) is a significant level that is the foundation for supporting the quality of HRD graduates (Dewey, 2001; Reimers, 2022). Therefore, all stakeholders responsible for implementing education continue developing strategies (Longenecker and Barnum, 2017; Muhammad et al., 2020; Alonso-Secades et al., 2022). One of them is in the field of human resources responsible for learning, namely teachers (Psacharopoulos, 2003; Buchori et al., 2021). Teachers at both levels must perform according to their primary duties and functions in managing learning (Reimers, 2022). Teachers are always seen as the most responsible human resource in learning (Mokhtar et al., 2021). Management, which includes planning, implementation, and evaluation, is an aspect that must be done comprehensively (Keiler, 2018). However, the complexity of teacher performance (TP) makes the issue always a topic of conversation that continues to flow to be solved from one period to the next, especially in developing countries, such as Indonesia, which continues to face educational problems, especially regarding teachers as educational human resources (Mutohhari et al., 2021; Nurtanto et al., 2021).

In the context of Indonesia, the educational landscape is marked by significant challenges and opportunities. With a large and diverse population, Indonesia’s education system must cater to varying regional needs and socio-economic conditions. This research is timely and important because it addresses the critical need to understand and improve teacher performance, which is a cornerstone of educational quality. This is also in line with supporting the Indonesian Government’s efforts to continue reforming its education system through teacher development (Maliki et al., 2021; Wang C. et al., 2023). By examining factors such as family sociology, managerial support, and working conditions, this study aims to provide actionable insights that can enhance teacher performance and, by extension, student outcomes. Two critical issues are developing namely temporary and contemporary issues. Contemporary issues usually depend on constantly evolving issues, such as developments in science and technology or political dynamics that affect the stability of education policy (Akbari Motlaq and Tengku Mahadi, 2020; Mutohhari et al., 2021). Meanwhile, contemporary issues refer to problems that occur on an ongoing basis and are inherent in individuals who are influenced by differences in identity and background (Fakhrutdinova et al., 2020; Toropova et al., 2021).

In general, motivation (Mo) and professional development (PD) are seen as two critical aspects that parameterize TP in teachers in SE (Irnidayanti et al., 2020; Spittle et al., 2022). Mo and PD are the fundamental reasons for the growth of performance (Hosen et al., 2021; Kholifah et al., 2021; Zeng, 2023). Changes in competency needs at any time are the reasons PD is essential (Krulatz et al., 2022). In addition, formal certificates from PD activity results are also used to legally recognize competence in the field when teaching a particular subject (Tonga et al., 2022; Zeng, 2023). Then, Mo has a solid tendency to perform professional duties as a teacher (Zhang et al., 2021). Teacher’s Mo as a booster to realize learning goals through various specific efforts (Njenga, 2023). Strong Mo will trigger teachers to perform their primary duties and functions as learning managers, especially in planning, implementing, assessing, and evaluating (De Naeghel et al., 2016). In addition to the fundamental changes that continue to occur in education, Mo plays a role in encouraging teachers to always strive to be adaptive to change through developing their competence (McMillan et al., 2016; Aguilar-Mediavilla et al., 2023). An extensive study measuring the high effort of teachers undertaking continuous professional development that is caused by high motivation (Liu et al., 2019). Therefore, teacher motivation and professional development should be a significant concern for educational institutions to improve their performance.

Existing research has identified several factors influencing teacher Mo and PD. For example, Mo is significantly influenced by teacher satisfaction, which leads to their wellbeing (Ahmed and Malik, 2019; Ibrahim et al., 2021). Regarding technological development, the ease and flexibility of digital media accessibility are also highlighted to comprehensively affect teachers’ Mo and PD levels (Kholifah et al., 2023). In fact, compensation, occupational safety, and health insurance are claimed to significantly increase teacher Mo and PD (Han and Yin, 2016; Zhang et al., 2021). However, there is a notable research gap in understanding the combined effects of family sociology (FS), managerial support (MS), and working conditions (WC) on teacher performance through the mediating roles of motivation and professional development. The novelty of this study lies in its comprehensive approach to examining the combined effects of family sociology, managerial support, and working conditions on teacher performance through the mediating roles of motivation and professional development. While previous research has explored these variables separately or in pairs, this study is the first to integrate them into a unified framework, providing a holistic understanding of how these factors interact to influence teacher performance. Additionally, the focus on the Indonesian context, with its unique educational challenges and socio-economic diversity, offers new insights that can inform targeted strategies for improving teacher performance in similar settings. This study fills a significant research gap by highlighting the interconnectedness of family, managerial, and working conditions and their collective impact on teacher performance, thereby offering actionable recommendations for policymakers and educational practitioners.

The problem is that although aspects of social capital are widely considered, research that refers to the background and conditions of individuals in the family is less highlighted (Meifert, 2013). This refers to the household’s harmony, communication, and individual relationships (McMillan et al., 2016). The performance of employees in an organization is very vulnerable to being influenced by their psychological conditions due to social inequality in their families (de Almeida, 2017; Mohamed et al., 2021). In addition, teachers’ focus on teaching can decrease drastically when family problems are faced (Castrén et al., 2021). Moreover, most teachers are not open enough to disclose it, causing significant problems in the future (Ball, 2008).

The low level of TP in teaching across schools was due to the lack of rewards when they achieved specific achievements (Yusuf et al., 2018). When interviewed, they also admitted that they needed more incentives or financial support from managers to encourage them to develop their competencies. In addition, school policies considered less favorable to teacher career development are also indicated to be one of the main factors in the decline of Mo and PD, leading to low TP. In terms of managerial infrastructure, it is also a concern that the need for more appropriate media support from leaders for teachers is the reason for stagnant teacher performance (van Lankveld et al., 2017; Spruyt et al., 2021). The occurrence of negative dynamics in school management has consequences for not optimizing TP (Eirín-Nemiña et al., 2022). This section confirms that managerial support (MS) on the human, financial, technological, and methodological sides is important (Kurniasari et al., 2019).

However, an important thing that should be remembered is that teachers, as human resources in schools, have limits and must receive certain tolerance (de Almeida, 2017; Muhamad Nasharudin et al., 2020). These limits are commonly known as ideal work conditions (WC) carried out by teachers by their primary duties and functions (Charria Ortiz et al., 2022). WC includes work environment conditions, workload, feedback received during work, and social interactions (Meifert, 2013). WC beyond the tolerance limit causes a decrease in enthusiasm for teaching. For example, an uncomfortable work environment, reducing teacher focus (Admiraal, 2022). Another example related to individualism in school work (Zhang et al., 2021), which indicates that the lack of interaction and social relationships between school members reduces teacher Mo and PD. In addition, from the perspective of honorary teachers in Indonesia, it is revealed that the mismatch between their wages and workload is problematic for improving their performance (Nurtanto et al., 2021). Even a study teachers who are overloaded with teaching also do not have a primary focus on developing their competencies on an ongoing basis (Li et al., 2019). Thus, we have strong reasons to examine the role of Mo, PD, FS, MS, and WC in determining TP in SE teachers. We also aim to confirm the mediating role of Mo and PD in mediating FS, MS, and WC in determining TP. Figure 1 visualizes the conceptual framework of this study.
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FIGURE 1
 Conceptual framework.




2 Literature review


2.1 The role of family sociology, managerial support, and work condition, on motivation and professional development

As discussed earlier, variations in motivation (Mo) and professional development (PD) levels are the leading causes of variations in teacher performance (TP) levels (Hosen et al., 2021; Zeng, 2023). Rationally, Mo provides encouragement and PD becomes a means of developing teacher competencies so that solid encouragement and balance by continuous PD efforts, TP optimization will also be sustainable (Effiyanti et al., 2023; Kumari and Kumar, 2023). Therefore, various literatures have agreed before and confirmed their research reports. First, it needs to be understood that the social environment in a teacher’s life is important and is divided into three parts: school, community, and family (Fagan, 2017; Waber et al., 2021; Zarifsanaiey et al., 2022). The incompatibility of one of these environments is reported to affect their psychological condition, which in turn affects their performance (Romel et al., 2021). The social conditions in the family environment are the most critical aspect in determining their psychological state in performance improvement (Ghazali and Tan, 2021). This indicates that family sociology (FS), which relates to an institution and socialization unit between individuals emotionally bound by kinship, affects individual performance at work (Sarwar et al., 2021; Nurtanto et al., 2022a). FS includes the relationship and interaction of individuals in the family, the division of the labor system, the diversity of characters and identities, outside intervention in the family, and the extent of support between individuals. Although rarely studied in the education sector, the fact is that more than 80 % of workers who have problems in their family life have an impact on their performance (Isa and Indrayati, 2023). Low FS in individuals can result in decreased motivation to work, self-development, and even more fatally end in depression and worse (Soomro et al., 2018). Low FS conditions that reduce Mo at work automatically reduce teachers’ intention to carry out PD (Batur and Nart, 2014; Mohammadi and Faskhodi, 2021).



H1: Family sociology plays a role in determining teacher motivation.


H2: Family sociology plays a role in determining teacher professional development.




Furthermore, Mo and PD in human resources are very vulnerable to managerial dynamics in organizations or institutions (Mutohar and Trisnantari, 2020; Laghari and Hussain Jafri, 2022). For example, a policy that does not favor certain workers’ welfare will affect workers’ loyalty and perspective, improving teachers’ Mo and PD toward their institutions. Policies that corner teachers will decrease their Mo to improve the quality of their educational institutions (Paturusi and Achmad, 2017). Moreover, if the whole managerial, which includes 5 M (man, money, material, machine, method), indicates impartiality to teachers, it will affect their professionalism at work (Yao et al., 2020). Therefore, managerial support (MS) must be pursued based on fairness to all employees to support their TP. MS must also be equitable in all aspects so that efforts to improve the quality of education through TP are sustainable. Evenly distributed and fair MS will lead workers to their Mo and PD (van Lankveld et al., 2017; Spruyt et al., 2021). However, efforts to improve teachers’ Mo and PD are also inseparable from their working conditions (Khairunnisa and Riyanto, 2020; Muhamad Nasharudin et al., 2020; Sutiman et al., 2022). Undeniably, many teachers complain about the inappropriateness of working conditions that decrease Mo and PD as welfare also decreases. Working conditions are related to the work environment, workload, feedback, and working relationships lived by teachers (Correa, 1982). In short, the perceived comfort of the work environment will make teachers feel at home teaching (Son and Yarnest, 2020). The workload by the capacity and wages received affects their welfare (Ahrari et al., 2021). In addition, the compensation provided under certain conditions adds to their confidence in working hard (Muhammad, 2015). Then, working relationships between employees and leaders with subordinates also lead teachers to work comfortably (de Almeida, 2017). All of these aspects boil down to Mo and PD, which can be improved, along with working conditions that are by the conditions of the teacher.



H3: Managerial support plays a role in determining teacher motivation.



H4: Managerial support plays a role in determining teacher professional development.



H5: Work conditions play a role in determining teacher motivation.



H6: Work conditions play a role in determining teacher professional development.

 



2.2 The role of family sociology, managerial support, work condition, motivation, and professional development on teacher performance

The variations in FS, MS, and WC conditions teachers perceive have been explained as affecting their Mo and PD. While the existence of Mo and PD is the main reason for whether TP is optimal or not, PD is systematically constructed through the construction of Mo and PD intensity carried out through strengthening the conditions of FS, MS, and WC (Hosen et al., 2021; Isa and Indrayati, 2023; Zeng, 2023). Recently, it has also been reported that there is a direct link between psychological wellbeing caused by FS conditions and TP (Isa and Indrayati, 2023). Positively occurring FS was shown to determine an increase in TP (Soomro et al., 2018). Meanwhile, a decrease in teaching focus in teachers with an adverse FS condition suppresses their psychological condition, thus affecting their teaching performance (Kholifah et al., 2023). Other relevant research also explained that some workers who failed to build social connections in the family were recorded as having low ratings in supervision results (Isa and Indrayati, 2023). This indicates that the low condition of the FS is so influential that it gives an individual psychological shock, which certainly disrupts their focus on various activities, such as teaching. Then, the attention to teachers through MS also makes them feel happy and builds their spirit to continue improving their performance (Paturusi and Achmad, 2017). If MS can be pursued in all aspects (5 M), it is claimed to accommodate teachers’ problem-solving and aspirations that impact improving their performance (Mutohar and Trisnantari, 2020). Therefore, MS must be pursued based on fairness to all employees so that efforts to improve the quality of education through TP are sustainable (Laghari and Hussain Jafri, 2022). On the other hand, teachers’ welfare, which can impact their performance, is also influenced by their suitability for their WC (de Almeida, 2017; Muhamad Nasharudin et al., 2020). The comfort caused by the environment and infrastructure provides a better work experience for teachers and triggers their Mo to improve their performance (Admiraal, 2022). In addition, a basis for the idea that workloads beyond the capacity of teachers lead to a lack of focus on improving the quality of learning (Li et al., 2019).



H7: Family sociology plays a role in determining teacher performance.



H8: Managerial support plays a role in determining teacher performance.



H9: Work conditions play a role in determining teacher performance.



H10: Motivation plays a role in determining teacher performance.



H11: Professional development plays a role in determining teacher performance.

 



2.3 The mediating roles of motivation and professional development

The process of TP growth must be understood as the construction of a series of factors that occur systematically. In essence, the level of Mo and the intensity of PD are the main reasons why TP can be determined to what extent it is constructed (Hosen et al., 2021; Isa and Indrayati, 2023; Zeng, 2023). Notably, the main factor determining learning success requires encouragement and continuous competency development efforts (Sopiah and Narmaditya, 2021). Mo is a psychological condition that tends to work optimally according to ability (Widodo et al., 2020), while PD is a form of effort to deepen and develop knowledge in their fields (De Naeghel et al., 2016). Therefore, simply put, these two factors become the foundation that continues to be strived for optimally, so that often research places it as a middle variable that can bridge the constructor variable and the constructed variable (Li et al., 2015; Liu et al., 2019). First, FS, which in theory has a direct relationship with Mo and PD, is also directly related to TP (Yu et al., 2021). Meanwhile, research assured that Mo, which grows due to positive psychological capital from the family, becomes a significant part of the influence in building TP (Pekrun, 2021). Conversely, a decreased psychological condition due to family disharmony can be the reason for teachers’ low intention to develop their capacity (Zainal Badri and Yunus, 2022). This also applies to MS, which indirectly affects teachers’ Mo in continuously developing their professionalism so that performance increases. In this case, support from structural officials within the school, which includes the management of human resources, infrastructure, and educational methods, can increase teacher satisfaction and increase their Mo to carry out PD, which ends in improving their performance (De Naeghel et al., 2016; Nurtanto et al., 2022b; Rahman et al., 2022). Finally, essential indicators of job suitability experienced by teachers that can make Mo dependent on it (Li et al., 2019). A comfortable environment, ideal workload, and positive interactivity between school members all support the formation of Mo in teachers and increase their intensity to conduct PD to strengthen their performance (de Almeida, 2017; Muhamad Nasharudin et al., 2020).



H12: Family sociology plays a role in determining teacher performance mediated by motivation.



H13: Family sociology plays a role in determining teacher performance mediated by professional Development.



H14: Managerial support plays a role in determining teacher performance mediated by motivation.



H15: Managerial support plays a role in determining teacher performance mediated by professional development.



H16: Working conditions play a role in determining teacher performance mediated by motivation.



H17: Working conditions play a role in determining teacher performance mediated by professional development. Professional development.

 




3 Research method

Our research focuses on data in the form of phenomena or circumstances that have already occurred and are relevant to the theories built as an introduction to the hypothesis. With these considerations, we adopted the ex-post facto research method, the design of which was developed to examine events that have already occurred (Cohen et al., 2011). This study is a cross-sectional study where data is collected through a questionnaire designed with structured questions. According to the conceptual framework and existing theoretical studies, direct and mediating effects are measured based on actual data in the field. The analyzed data shed light on the role of family sociology (FS), managerial support (MS), working conditions (WC), motivation (Mo), and professional development (PD) in determining teacher performance (TP). The mediating roles of Mo and PD were also tested to gain insight into the complex influences. We ensured the directionality of the study in line with the importance of improving Mo and PD through improving social and psychological conditions to determine TP. The collected data were systematically analyzed through 500 iterations to approach accurate figures.

The research participants were selected by considering specific criteria to obtain maximum data. The level of teaching experience duration of at least 3 years in teachers was the main criterion we applied in determining participants. We also only included teachers who were married (having a husband or wife and children) to increase the rationality of the FS data. This criterion is essential because family sociology (FS) significantly impacts teacher performance. Research indicates that the quality of relationships within a family can influence teachers’ psychological wellbeing and, consequently, their job performance (Hill and Tyson, 2009; Hooper and Gaviria-Loaiza, 2021). Teachers with stable family lives may experience better psychological support, which positively affects their motivation and professional development (Demir, 2019; Pan et al., 2022).

The sample was described separately based on urban and rural areas. This distinction is crucial because urban and rural teachers often face different challenges and have varying levels of access to resources, which can influence their performance. Research has shown that there are significant differences in teacher competencies between urban and rural areas (Daga et al., 2023). For example, teachers in urban areas tend to have higher self-efficacy levels compared to those in rural areas (Erdemir, 2011). Additionally, the leadership style within schools can impact teacher performance differently in urban and rural settings (Raupu et al., 2021). Urban teachers may benefit from more innovative leadership styles, which can enhance their performance, while rural teachers might face more traditional leadership approaches (Suhartini et al., 2019).

A simple random sampling probabilistic calculation obtained the number of participants (N = 474 teachers) from 42 SE in Indonesia, including private and public schools. Table 1 reports the demographic statistics of the participants involved in this study.



TABLE 1 Participant demographic statistic.
[image: Table showing data on gender, teaching experience, and employment status in urban and rural areas. Urban: 53% male, 207% female; 3–6 years experience 23%, 7–10 years 173%, over 10 years 64%; civil servants 212%, certified teachers 21%, permanent teachers 27%. Rural: 44% male, 170% female; 3–6 years experience 44%, 7–10 years 22%, over 10 years 148%; civil servants 23%, certified teachers 26%, permanent teachers 165%.]

We collected data from the teacher community in secondary education (Musyawarah Guru Subject) in one of the large provinces in Indonesia, West Kalimantan, toward the end of 2023. This study focuses on one province to look at performance problems in depth due to the issue of differences in quality based on the area in Indonesia. This focus allows for specific and measurable recommendations to improve teacher quality in the future. The data in this research was collected using a questionnaire technique via Google Forms and carried out from the end of August to the end of October 2023 online with the aim of making it easier to collect data. Considering the large number of respondents who filled out the questionnaire and to maintain the validity and credibility of the data, data selection was carried out using the same data method (entered twice) and deletion was carried out, respondents outside West Kalimantan province were ignored, teachers outside secondary education were excluded and teacher experience was considered, namely in under 3 years old are excluded. In addition, to maintain data quality, teachers with certification status are prioritized because of their proven experience. Finally, 37 respondents were excluded.

The questionnaire used consisted of 4 (four) Likert scales, with answer choices Strongly Agree (SA), Agree (A), Disagree (D), and Strongly Disagree (SD). Instrument development was carried out by adapting expert opinions according to the context of each variable. This is used as a reference for arranging indicators and items in the instrument, as presented in a grid (See Figure 2). The instrument was completed with the respondents’ identity, which includes essential dimensions related to the choice of name, gender, educational level of the institution where they work, employment status, duration of teaching experience taken, and the domicile where they live (Table 2).

[image: Flowchart depicting factors influencing teacher performance. Blue circles represent key areas: Family Sociology, Managerial Support, Work Condition, Professional Development, and Motivation. Arrows indicate the directional influence between these factors and Teacher Performance, marked with correlation values. Yellow boxes list specific metrics for each area. Teacher Performance is the central outcome.]

FIGURE 2
 SEM analysis result.




TABLE 2 Instrument grid.
[image: Table listing variables related to teacher performance, motivation, professional development, family sociology, managerial support, and work conditions. Each variable includes indicators, example items, and references. Notable indicators include cognitive activation, intrinsic motivation, and human resources. Example items describe scenarios like designing learning and family interactions. References are included for each item category.]

The research hypothesis is formulated based on relevant theoretical support related to the line of influence of exogenous variables on endogenous variables directly or by using mediation, as stated in the previous literature review. Structural equation modeling (SEM) analysis was used to test the hypothesis of direct influence between variables and the role of mediation through path analysis and bootstrap methods. SEM analysis was considered because ex-post facto research involves complex patterns and interactions between variables that must be explored comprehensively. SEM analysis can test complex relationships between several variables simultaneously (Fornell and Larcker, 1981). Path analysis measures the direct role of FS, MS, WC, Mo, and PD in determining TP in primary and secondary education. Furthermore, the bootstrap method was used to measure the extent of the role of Mo and PD in mediating the role of FS, MS, and WC in determining TP. Bootstrap was adopted for accuracy, as it is the most reasonable method and can obtain confidence limits for specific indirect effects under most conditions (Preacher and Hayes, 2008). The statistical analysis in this study used SmartPLS 4.0 support software with varying iterations to obtain the most accurate analysis position.



4 Results


4.1 Validities and reliabilities instrument

Before testing the SEM model, we analyzed the outer loading value which explains the validity level of the items, and the α and AVE values, which explain the reliability level of the measuring instrument. We measured the validity level using the CFA method and the reliability level using Cronbach Alpha with the help of the SmartPLS 3.0 application. The validity test results show that all indicators on all research variables have an outer loading value exceeding 0.700, so none of the indicators of all variables are invalid. By the theory of partial least square, this value is above the safe threshold for the appropriate level of validity so that all items have met the validity criteria and are ready to be used for research (Johnson and Wichern, 2007). Likewise, the reliability test results show that the α-value is in the high range for the reliability value (Reid, 2014). Table 3 presents more detailed validity and reliability test results.



TABLE 3 Validities and reliabilities instruments.
[image: A table displaying reliability and validity data for various variables, including teacher performance, motivation, professional development, family sociology, managerial support, and work condition. Each variable lists Cronbach's alpha (α), AVE, and decision indicating high reliability. The validity section includes item codes, outer loading values, and validity decisions, all marked as valid.]



4.2 Model fit evaluation results

We evaluated the model fit to measure the degree of fit and determine changes to the structural model designed based on the theoretical framework. The overall fit indices of the research model (as the main model) are presented in Table 4. As presented, all the fit indices of the overall primary model obtained good test results. The chi-squared values obtained show relatively small critical figures. The evaluated probability values are significant at a high level (>0.050). GFI, AGFI, CFI, and NFI were well-tested, showing values above the threshold (≥0.90). Likewise, SRMR < 0.05 and RMSEA < 0.08. Based on these results, it can be concluded that the fit model is based on the acquisition of values included in the goodness of fit category so that structural model analysis can be carried out (Johnson and Wichern, 2007). The structural analysis model used is presented in Figure 2.



TABLE 4 Model fit evaluation result.
[image: Table showing goodness of fit indices with estimated values, desired levels, and evaluation. Chi-square: 21.092, expected to be small, noted as small. Probability: 0.362, desired >0.050, evaluation good fit. GFI: 0.903, desired ≥0.900, good fit. AGFI: 0.924, desired ≥0.900, good fit. CFI: 0.911, desired ≥0.900, good fit. NFI: 0.909, desired ≥0.900, good fit. SRMR: 0.031, desired <0.050, good fit.]



4.3 Direct role test results

The direct role shows the significance level of the influence of all exogenous variables on endogenous variables without the intervention of other intervening variables (Table 5). Although in path analysis theory, there are two main influences, namely direct influence and indirect influence through the intervention of intervening variables, we present this part in another section. In this case, we test the hypothesis systematically based on the theoretical framework that has been built previously. Hypothesis testing that states the results of the role or direct effect is seen based on the results of path analysis, which is based on the estimated correlation value, t-statistic, and p-value with a significance level of 5%. Hypothesis testing measures explicitly the direct effect of FS, MS, and WC on Mo and PD and the direct effect of FS, MS, WC, Mo, and PD on TP. The tests were conducted using the total sample of secondary education (SE) volunteer teachers as research participants. Table 6 below presents the results of hypothesis testing using path analysis with the full sample from SEs. Overall, the results of the path analysis state that all hypotheses proposed based on the theoretical framework are accepted. This result was identified based on the p-values of all paths obtained being more petite than 0.050 (p < 0.050) at the 5% significance level. First, these results confirm that FS, MS, and WC have significantly contributed to building Mo and improving PD in general. In addition, whether or not teachers’ Mo and PD grow is a consequence of their high or low FS, MS, and WC. Furthermore, FS, MS, WC, Mo, and PD were also shown to play a significant role in determining TP, so they are all essential in contributing to the TP levels of PE and SE teachers. Although all have significant roles, the correlation estimates show differences in the level of role of each exogenous variable on the endogenous. Furthermore, the results also show a trend toward two different significance levels (** = 1% significance level or p < 0.010 and * = 5% significance level or p < 0.050).



TABLE 5 Path analysis result.
[image: A table shows relationships between various factors and teacher performance. It lists paths, estimated correlations, t-values, standard errors, and p-values. Significant paths include "Professional development → teacher performance" with a high correlation of 0.616 and "Managerial support → professional development" at 0.536. All p-values are significant, with annotations indicating levels of significance: single asterisk for p < 0.05 and double asterisk for p < 0.01.]



TABLE 6 The mediating role of motivation.
[image: Table showing estimated effects and significance levels for various paths. Direct effects include paths like Mo→TP (0.114, p=0.002) and FS→Mo (0.261, p=0.000). Indirect effects are observed for FS→TP (0.030, p=0.010) and MS→TP (0.026, p=0.022). Total effects combine both, such as FS→TP (0.188, p=0.000) and WC→TP (0.179, p=0.000). Significance levels indicated by *p<0.05 and **p<0.01.]



4.4 The mediating role of motivation and professional development

The primary role of this study is to examine the extent of the role of Mo and PD as mediators for FS, MS, and WC in helping to determine CC. In this case, the test is conducted using the bootstrap method to test and analyze the significance of the role. Bootstrap was used since previous research proved that Bootstrap is the most robust and reasonable method to obtain confidence limits for certain specific indirect effects in most conditions. Mo and PD have equal roles in mediating the indirect effects of FS, MS, and WC in determining TP. Tables 6, 7 show the extent of the mediating role of Mo and PD in this regard. The results also show their trend toward two different significance levels (**1% significance level or p < 0.010 and *5% significance level or p < 0.050). First, overall, Mo can demonstrate its central role in mediating FS, MS, and WC in influencing TP (indirect effect), as evidenced by significance values below the 5% error level (p < 0.050) for all three (see Table 6). This result confirms that the three hypotheses indicating the mediating role of Mo (H12, H14, and H16) are accepted. Furthermore, PD is also able to demonstrate its central role in mediating FS, MS, and WC in influencing TP, as evidenced by significance values below the 5% (p < 0.050) and 1% (p < 0.010) error levels (see Table 7). PD’s mediation of FS and WC is significant at the 5% level, while its role in mediating MS is significant at the 1% level. These results confirm that the three hypotheses indicating the mediating role of PD (H13, H15, and H17) are accepted.



TABLE 7 The mediating role of professional development.
[image: Table showing direct, indirect, and total effects for various paths. Paths include PD to TP, FS to PD, FS to TP, MS to PD, MS to TP, WC to PD, and WC to TP. Each path lists estimated values and significance levels for direct and indirect effects, with significant p-values marked by asterisks.]




5 Discussion


5.1 The role of family sociology, managerial support, and working conditions on motivation and professional development

The research results show that family sociology plays a role in determining teacher motivation and professional development. As discussed in various literatures, social conditions in family life are critical in determining an individual’s psychological condition in improving performance (Han and Yin, 2016; Sinniah et al., 2022; Kumari and Kumar, 2023). Previous research shows that social conditions in family life are crucial in determining an individual’s psychological condition, which ultimately influences their performance (Wang et al., 2021). Positive relationships within the family and strong emotional support increase motivation and drive for professional development (Zhang et al., 2021; Kholifah et al., 2023). On the other hand, disharmony in the family can cause a decrease in motivation and desire to develop competence. However, several previous studies warn that the influence of family support on teacher motivation and performance can vary depending on the social and cultural context of each environment or region (Castrén et al., 2021; Pekrun, 2021). These findings expand current knowledge by highlighting the significant impact of family dynamics on teachers’ professional lives, a factor often overlooked in educational research.

Likewise, managerial support played a significant role in determining teacher motivation and professional development. This support includes fair policies providing human, financial, material, technological, and methodological resources that support teachers in their duties. These findings reiterate the importance of managerial policies that support teacher welfare to boost their motivation and professional development. Organizational unsupportive or unfair policies can reduce teacher loyalty and perspective toward educational institutions, thereby reducing motivation and desire to develop themselves professionally (Zhang et al., 2021). On the other hand, fair and supportive policies give teachers a feeling of being valued and increase their motivation to continue to develop themselves and improve the quality of education. However, several other studies note that good managerial support does not always guarantee increased teacher motivation and performance if other factors, such as adequate compensation and recognition of achievements, are not considered (Desimone, 2009; Prikshat et al., 2019). These insights underline the complexity of managerial influence and suggest that comprehensive support systems are necessary to fully enhance teacher motivation and development.

Working conditions, including the work environment, workload, feedback, and work relationships, also significantly determine teacher motivation and professional development. A comfortable working environment, a workload appropriate to capacity, and good working relationships between fellow school members all increase teacher motivation and professional development (Nurtanto et al., 2021). Working conditions that are not ideal can cause a decrease in enthusiasm and encouragement for teaching, as well as hamper efforts to develop competencies on an ongoing basis. Previous studies agree that a comfortable working environment and workload appropriate to teachers’ capacity contribute to increasing their motivation and performance (Alonso-Secades et al., 2022). However, it should be noted that ideal working conditions can vary depending on individual preferences and work context. Some teachers may focus more on financial compensation than a comfortable work environment (Mutohhari et al., 2021). These findings provide practical implications for educational policy, emphasizing the need for tailored approaches to improve teacher working conditions based on individual and contextual factors.

The working conditions, encompassing the work environment, workload, feedback, and work relationships, play a crucial role in determining teacher motivation and professional development. A comfortable work environment, an appropriate workload aligned with capacity, and positive working relationships among colleagues contribute to enhancing teacher motivation and fostering professional growth (McKenzie et al., 2021). Conversely, suboptimal working conditions can lead to a decrease in enthusiasm for teaching and hinder ongoing competency development. Studies have consistently highlighted the positive impact of a comfortable work environment and a workload tailored to teachers’ capacities on increasing motivation and performance (Wang Y. et al., 2023). It is essential to recognize that ideal working conditions may vary based on individual preferences and the specific work context. While some teachers may prioritize financial compensation over a comfortable work environment (Hill and Tyson, 2009), it is crucial to consider the multifaceted nature of teacher motivation and performance. Moreover, it is noted that good managerial support alone may not guarantee increased teacher motivation and performance if other factors like adequate compensation and recognition of achievements are not taken into account.



5.2 The role of family sociology, managerial support, working conditions, motivation, and professional development on teacher performance

Variations in sociological family conditions, managerial support, and working conditions experienced by teachers influence their motivation and professional development. This research found that motivation and professional development are the main reasons teacher performance can be optimized. Teacher performance is built through the construct of motivation and intensity of professional development, which is carried out through strengthening family sociological conditions, managerial support, and working conditions. This study confirms that positive family sociology determines increased teacher performance. On the other hand, disharmony in the family, which causes adverse psychological conditions, can suppress teachers’ teaching focus and reduce their performance. Good managerial support also positively influences teacher performance by increasing enthusiasm and motivation to continue improving performance. Comfortable and ideal working conditions also provide teachers with a better work experience, increasing their motivation and performance.

The results of this research are in line with previous findings which state that motivation and professional development are key factors in improving teacher performance. For example, some studies have indicated that high professional development efforts for teachers were caused by high motivation (Pelletier et al., 2002; Bakker and Bal, 2010; Maliki et al., 2021; Reimers, 2022). Others also highlight that teacher motivation is the main driver for realizing learning goals through various specific efforts (Toropova et al., 2021; Astuti et al., 2022; Wang C. et al., 2023). However, these findings also show that family sociology, managerial support, working conditions, motivation, and professional development are significant factors in determining teacher performance, which have not been widely discussed in previous research. This study adds a new perspective on the importance of family social conditions and managerial support in building teacher motivation and professional development, thus expanding the current understanding in this field.



5.3 The mediating role of motivation and professional development

This research reveals that motivation and professional development significantly mediate the relationship between family sociology, managerial support, and working conditions on teacher performance. These findings indicate that motivation and professional development directly influence teacher performance and strengthen the influence of other factors such as family support, managerial support, and working conditions. High teacher motivation facilitates engagement in more intensive professional development, improving their performance in teaching and managing the classroom (Meifert, 2013; Prasetyono et al., 2018; Alonso-Secades et al., 2022). This finding is supported by previous research, which shows that motivation encourages teachers to continue developing their competencies through training and professional development (De Naeghel et al., 2016; Kyndt et al., 2016).

Some literature has long highlighted that motivation functions as an internal drive that makes teachers enthusiastic to continue learning and adapt to changes in the world of education (De Naeghel et al., 2016; Han and Yin, 2016). Professional development, on the other hand, provides tools and opportunities for teachers to increase their knowledge and skills. Combining these two factors creates a conducive environment for improving teacher performance (Wardoyo et al., 2017; Spittle et al., 2022). However, other research further highlights that although intrinsic motivation is essential, without adequate external support, such as supportive school policies and financial rewards, teachers can experience burnout (Liu et al., 2021; Tanjung and Kurniawan, 2024). Therefore, educational institutions need to ensure that teachers are intrinsically motivated and get the support they need to thrive.

This study underlines the critical role of motivation and professional development as mediators in improving teacher performance, aligning with previous research emphasizing the importance of continuous professional development (Osman and Warner, 2020; Bamrungsin and Khampirat, 2022). However, there is also an argument that too much focus on professional development activities can disrupt teaching time and lead to teacher burnout (Kholifah et al., 2021). Therefore, it is essential to balance professional development and daily teaching duties. Secondary education institutions should develop well-structured professional development programs and provide adequate managerial support to keep teacher motivation high. Future researchers are advised to explore further how the interaction between motivation, professional development, and other external factors can be optimized to improve teacher performance holistically. Integrating psychological and managerial approaches in teacher development strategies can provide more comprehensive and sustainable results.




6 Conclusion

This research underscores the critical role of motivation and professional development in enhancing teacher performance in secondary education. The study reveals that these factors not only directly impact performance but also mediate the effects of family support, managerial practices, and working conditions. Strong family support, effective management, and conducive work environments boost motivation and professional growth, leading to better performance. These findings highlight the need for integrated strategies that address both intrinsic and extrinsic motivational factors, ensuring continuous professional development and supportive managerial practices. Implementing such comprehensive approaches can significantly improve teacher performance and educational outcomes in Indonesia.


6.1 Implications of findings

This research confirms that motivation and professional development are critical factors in teacher performance. Motivation is an internal driver that makes teachers enthusiastic to continue learning and adapting to changes in the world of education. Professional development, on the other hand, provides tools and opportunities for teachers to increase their knowledge and skills. Combining these two factors creates a conducive environment for improving teacher performance. Apart from that, these findings also show that social support from the family plays a vital role in determining teacher performance. Cheerful family social conditions can increase teacher motivation and encouragement to develop themselves professionally, while disharmony in the family can reduce motivation and desire to create. Good managerial support, including fair policies and providing necessary resources, has also increased teacher motivation and professional development. Overall, this research contributes to understanding the role of motivation and professional development in improving teacher performance. Hopefully, these findings can become a basis for policymakers and educational practitioners to design more effective programs and policies to improve the quality of education at the secondary level.



6.2 Research limitations

Although this study provides valuable insights, several limitations need to be noted. First, it uses an ex-post facto approach and cross-sectional data, so it cannot definitively determine the cause-and-effect relationship between the variables studied. Second, it only included teachers with at least 3 years of experience and who were married, which may not reflect the broader teacher population. Third, this research was conducted in Indonesia, so the results may not be generalizable to different cultural contexts and education systems. Additionally, the sample size of this study was relatively small, which may limit the robustness of the findings. Larger sample sizes in future studies could help to validate the results and provide a more comprehensive understanding of the phenomena under investigation. Furthermore, the geographic limitations of this study, focusing solely on certain regions of Indonesia, suggest that future research should include a more diverse set of locations to enhance the generalizability of the findings. Given these limitations, future research should consider longitudinal studies to better establish causal relationships between family sociology, managerial support, working conditions, motivation, and professional development. Researchers are also encouraged to include a more varied demographic of teachers, such as those with different levels of experience and marital status, to capture a broader perspective. Expanding the study to different countries with varying cultural and educational contexts could provide comparative insights and further validate the findings.



6.3 Recommendations for future research

This research provides clear recommendations to future researchers to conduct longitudinal studies to understand better the relationship dynamics between motivation, professional development, and teacher performance over time. Research also needs to involve more diverse samples to increase the generalizability of findings. In addition, future research can explore more deeply how the interaction between motivation, professional development, and other external factors can be optimized to improve teacher performance holistically. Integrating psychological and managerial approaches in teacher development strategies can provide more comprehensive and sustainable results. A multidisciplinary approach involving aspects of psychology, management, and education needs to be considered to understand the factors that influence teacher performance in more depth. Research must also consider differences in social and cultural contexts when applying these findings across educational systems. In this way, the strategies developed can be more effective and appropriate to the specific needs of various educational contexts.
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Introduction: The objective of this research was to identify and discuss the professional competencies essential for early childhood educators to effectively navigate current challenges and anticipate future ones. The study aims to contribute to the development of a competency framework tailored specifically for early childhood education.
Methods: A proposed set of general teaching competencies was subjected to validation by a panel of experts, including early childhood teachers and academic professionals specializing in this field. The process involved adapting and refining these competencies to suit the early childhood education stage.
Results: Expert consultation confirmed the relevance and appropriateness of the proposed competency dimensions for early childhood educators. The experts emphasized several critical aspects, including the importance of building relationships, providing emotional support, employing nonverbal communication, and fostering family involvement. They also highlighted the significance of observation and educational documentation in the early years.
Discussion: The findings underscore the need for reflection on the specific professional competencies required for early childhood educators, which is crucial for enhancing both initial and ongoing teacher training programs. This research contributes to the ongoing dialogue about the competencies necessary for educators, emphasizing the development of teaching practices that address the unique demands of early childhood education.
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1 Introduction

Today’s teachers are facing a context of constant change, with an increasingly accelerated pace (Hartmut, 2010), and a crisis of values and identity where individuals, personal gain, and material achievement are being prioritized more and more (Baudrillard, 1998; Lyotard, 1998; Deleuze and Guattari, 2004; Hooks, 2020). This constantly changing and evolving condition is forcing a rethinking of the educational function of schools and the role of teachers (Bauman, 2017). Moreover, in the field of education, the demands placed on teachers are increasingly complex, requiring them to be able to deal with a wide range of problems (Michel, 2019). In this situation, it is essential to discuss what competencies are desired in future teachers. Many international bodies recognize the benefits of having a competency framework for teaching (European Commission, 2012; UNESCO, 2016; OECD, 2021). More specifically, the European Commission (2012) recommends that all nations define the competencies expected of these professionals. OECD (2021) further emphasizes this recommendation by urging education policies to promote better coordination between teachers through the establishment of common criteria. Not only does this enhance educational quality but it also leads to greater recognition and facilitates accreditation. UNESCO (2016) also considers it crucial that different teachers share quality standards, which will enable dialogue, teacher training and reflection processes.

In education, the concept of competencies is understood not only as the mobilization of a set of attitudes, values, skills, and knowledge in a specific situation and context, but also as having an important ethical and social commitment, from a holistic and reflective perspective (Rosales, 2010; UNESCO and Opertti, 2022). Despite this, there is limited consensus in the literature on what teachers should do, that is, what is meant by “good practice.” Moving beyond the notion of a single ideal teaching role, various studies consult students, teachers, and Academic Committees, revealing that there is no homogeneous view (Zabalza, 2012; Villarroel and Bruna, 2019).


1.1 Headings theoretical foundations

In recent decades, there has been growing interest in research related to teaching competencies (Tobón, 2005; Perrenoud, 2014; Sánchez-Tarazaga, 2016; European Comission, 2019). Despite the increased focus, the literature underscores the need for a contextualized examination of this subject, taking into account both the contemporary era and specific socio-cultural contexts. While there is a keen interest in competencies, there remains a gap in thoroughly investigating competency frameworks as a whole, instead of limiting research to individual competencies. This requirement for a more profound understanding is particularly evident in Early Childhood Education (ECE), where a comprehensive grasp of competency frameworks is essential to navigate the unique challenges and opportunities posed by children in this critical developmental stage.

Our study is anchored in the theoretical framework proposed by Melief et al. (2010) and Farró (2022), which delineates five pivotal roles of teachers in the educational community and 37 teaching competences that help to concretize and contextualize these roles. These roles and competencies form the cornerstone of our investigation, providing a structured approach to understanding the complexities of teacher competencies in modern education. This competency framework emerges from the long-standing research and experience of the authors in teacher training and an analysis of the necessary teaching competencies to be taught in the initial formation of Spanish teachers, which, although not specifically developed for ECE teachers, are fully applicable.

Below is an integrated discussion of these roles, incorporating previous literature into Melief et al.’s roles:

	1. Participating in the educational community: This role emphasizes the importance of collaboration among teachers for fostering educational innovation, idea exchange, and professional development. It also highlights collaboration as a key motivator for professionals. This is supported by studies such as those by Durksen et al. (2017), Krichesky and Murillo (2018), Fukkink et al. (2019), and Trujillo González et al. (2020), who underscore the value of teacher collaboration in enhancing educational practices and teacher motivation.
	2. Managing emotions and feelings in the exercise of the profession: The neuroscientific perspective underscores the critical role of emotions in learning, advocating for the necessity of emotional management skills among teachers. These skills are essential not just for promoting student learning but also for ensuring effective educational interventions, as indicated by research from Peña (2019), Dolcos et al. (2020), and Hatton-Bowers et al. (2022).
	3. Reflecting on and improving the educational process: This competency necessitates that teachers possess the ability to self-reflect, enabling them to recognize and improve their practice continuously. Such reflection is fundamental for sustained professional development throughout a teacher’s career. Santos-González and Sarceda-Gorgoso (2017), Weiss et al. (2021), and Lluch and Cano (2022) all highlight the importance of self-reflection in enhancing educational processes and teacher competency.
	4. Organizing learning situations: Central to this competency is the ability of teachers to design and implement learning environments tailored to student needs. This role is critical for fostering effective, inclusive education, as supported by Santos-González and Sarceda-Gorgoso (2017) and Zhang et al. (2022), emphasizing the importance of adaptability and innovation in teaching.
	5. Assessing student learning and performance: Closely related to the organization of learning situations, this role involves the observation and evaluation of student progress and performance. Effective assessment strategies enable teachers to tailor their instructional methods to better support student learning and development, a notion echoed in the research by Santos-González and Sarceda-Gorgoso (2017), Van de Grift et al. (2019), and Zhang et al. (2022).

These roles, encompassing collaboration, emotional management, reflective practice, and the didactic and pedagogical dimensions of organizing and assessing learning, form the bedrock of our theoretical foundation. Our study aims to offer a holistic view of the competencies essential for contemporary Early Childhood Education Teachers (ECETs). This approach not only incorporates the pedagogical and didactic competencies highlighted in the literature but also broadens the scope to include emotional management and community engagement, providing a comprehensive perspective on teacher education (Trujillo et al., 2020; Costa Rodriguez et al., 2021; Wang et al., 2021).



1.2 Early childhood teacher training in the Spanish context

In Spain, Early Childhood Education (ECE) is divided into two cycles: the first cycle, from 0 to 3 years, and the second cycle, from 3 to 6 years. While neither stage is mandatory, the second cycle ensures that all children have the right to a place in educational institutions, resulting in an almost universal enrollment rate.

There are two main pathways for individuals seeking to become early childhood educators in Spain. The first pathway involves vocational training, which prepares individuals to work with children in the first cycle (0–3 years). This training does not lead to a teaching degree but equips individuals with the necessary skills to support the early development of children.

The second pathway is through a four-year university degree program known as the Degree in Early Childhood Education. This degree qualifies graduates to teach children from birth to 6 years of age, covering both cycles. Specifically, to teach in the second cycle (3–6 years), one must hold this university degree, highlighting the need for specific and comprehensive training to meet the educational needs of this stage. This ensures that professionals are adequately prepared to contribute to the comprehensive development of students.

In the first cycle, both teachers with university degrees and early childhood educators who have completed vocational training coexist. However, teaching in the second cycle is exclusively carried out by those who have obtained their university degree in Early Childhood Education (ECETs).



1.3 Purpose and research questions

It is essential for any competency framework to undergo a comprehensive curricular review to ensure its relevance to the intended educational stage and its alignment with the current social and educational contexts (Cheng, 2022; Hayashi, 2022). In this vein, our research was meticulously designed to involve a panel of experts for the evaluation of the proposed framework, which is based on Melief et al. (2010) and Farró (2022) work. This panel’s role was to assess the framework’s appropriateness, and to provide insightful recommendations and enhancements. Our study aims to scrutinize and affirm a set of proposed professional roles and competencies for ECE through expert analysis and validation. This seeks to answer the following research questions:

	- What are the teaching roles and competencies necessary for ECETs to effectively address the challenges posed by the current social and educational context?
	- Are the proposed roles and competencies suitable and tailored for the specific stage of early childhood education for 0 to 6 years, considering its unique characteristics?

It is hoped that the results of this work will contribute to cementing and guiding the curricular design of initial training, as well as facilitating the accompaniment of students in both subjects and practice. In addition, it is intended to promote lifelong learning by establishing a clear direction for the continuous improvement of ECETs. Ultimately, it is hoped that this study will allow for a deeper reflection on the roles that are exercised in ECE and contribute to teachers playing their role more effectively and efficiently.

This research is part of the project “Engage Yourself: The Teaching Role in Early Childhood Education” (PID222409) under the Institute for Educational Research and Innovation of the University of the Balearic Islands.




2 Materials and methods

To establish a comprehensive framework for the professionalization of ECETs, this study, based on a mixed-methods approach incorporating both qualitative and quantitative techniques, initially selected the professional roles and competencies identified by Melief et al. (2010) and Farró (2022), respectively, due to their extensive coverage across various domains. This broad selection was subsequently presented to experts for validation and adjustment, ensuring relevance and applicability to the specific context and stage of ECE. Expert judgement was used, defined as “an informed opinion of people with experience in the subject, who are recognized by others as qualified experts in the field, and who can provide information, evidence, judgements and evaluations” (Escobar-Pérez and Ycuervo-Martínez, 2008, p. 29). A total of 54 experts in ECE, involved in initial university training or affiliated with professional practice in centers, were consulted to assess the dimensions and competencies comprising the instrument.

The project from which this publication derives was submitted to the Research Ethics Committee of the University of the Balearic Islands. In accordance with current regulations (EU-2016/679) on data protection policy in Spain, all study participants were duly informed about the study’s objectives, the type of participation requested, and the data processing that would be conducted. This ensures the right to withdraw from the study and revoke informed consent at any time. Informed consent was obtained from all participants and is safeguarded by the project’s research team.


2.1 Participants

The 54 experts who reviewed the instrument were selected for their proven professional careers linked to the field of ECE, with notable ongoing training (attachment theory, constructive accompaniment, realistic learning, neuroeducation, systemic pedagogy, among others).

The sample of university professors and teachers in the field of education was defined by Delphi convenience (Hsu and Sandford, 2007), critical judgement, and accessibility, and not by statistical criteria. Two groups of informants were used: the first was made up of university lecturers at the national, Spanish, and international level, all of whom were from public universities. Two inclusion criteria were established: university lecturers—active, emeritus or retired—whose research was in the field of early childhood and who had more than 10 years of experience in university teaching. The second group comprised ECETs from various centers across the Balearic Islands who volunteered to participate in the study. Inclusion criteria were: active ECETs at a center collaborating with the University of the Balearic Islands, meaning that they met the educational quality criteria set by the Balearic Islands Ministry of Education, and that they had more than 5 years of experience in the ECE stage.

Regarding the characteristics of the sample, it should be noted that the average age of the experts was 38 years (TD = 2.8 years), 90% were female and 8% male (2% stated that gender was not relevant).

The experience levels of the participants, including both ECETs and academics, was distributed by frequency in the following way:

	- 11 people: between 5 and 10 years.
	- 24 people: between 10 and 20 years.
	- 11 people: between 20 and 30 years.
	- 8 people: between 30 and 40 years.

Table 1 describes the experts’ place of work and their professional category.



TABLE 1 Experts’ place of work and professional category.
[image: Table depicting professional roles in educational settings. University roles: Reader (2, 3.70%), Lecturer (3, 5.55%), Associate Lecturer (6, 11.11%), Emeritus Professor (1, 1.85%), Retired Professor (1, 1.85%). Educational center roles: Group Tutor (31, 57.40%), Support Teacher (10, 18.51%). Total: 54,100. Notes clarify definitions of Group Tutor and Support Teacher.]



2.2 Instrument

In order to collect the experts’ opinions, researchers designed an online template, which included the 5 teaching roles of Melief et al. (2010) and the list of 37 teaching competencies based on Farró (2022).

The online template comprises two distinct sections for each of the 37 competencies related to the teaching role in ECE. The first section presents a closed question, asking study participants to assess the relevance of each competency on a three-point scale, which allows them to indicate their level of agreement or disagreement. The second section is an open-ended question, providing participants with the opportunity to offer any comments or insights they have regarding each competency.



2.3 Analysis of relevance and appropriateness

Three different yet complementary indicators were used to analyze the degree of agreement between experts on a series of specific dimensions and competences. Three different yet complementary indicators were used to analyze the degree of agreement among experts on a series of specific dimensions and competences. The first of these refers to the frequency tables of the questions, which allow for the observation of the distribution of responses (Table 2). Secondly, the indices of overall agreement and the strength of agreement (Free-marginal Kappa) were analyzed internally for each of the dimensions. Some authors, such as Jakobsson and Westergren (2005), point out that this measure is insufficient because it does not include the agreement expected by chance. Therefore, thirdly, the free-marginal multirater Kappa was calculated, revealing the indicators of agreement and concordance for each of the competencies individually. The free-marginal multirater Kappa is a measure of concordance adjusted for chance, useful when there are multiple evaluators and multiple nominal categories. Our interpretations were based on the Kappa index, following the contributions of Altman (1991), who offers a broad interpretation of the index: Poor for values below 0.20; Moderate for values between 0.41 and 0.60; Good for values between 0.61 and 0.80; Very good for values between 0.81 and 1. Following this classification, behaviors with an acceptable consensus were considered those that presented a Fleiss’ Kappa index higher than 0.60, aligning with the categories “Good” and “Very Good.”



TABLE 2 Indicators of agreement and concordance for each competence.
[image: A data table displays various statistics categorized by role and competence. Columns include competence number, acceptance frequency, acceptance with changes, rejection frequency, percentage overall agreement, and free marginal Kappa. Values range for competence numbers one to thirty-seven across five roles, showing percentages of overall agreement and Kappa scores for each competence and role combination.]



2.4 Content analysis

After completing the quantitative evaluation of the closed-ended questions, which provided us with a general understanding of the agreement among experts regarding specific dimensions and competences, we turned our attention to a deeper exploration. The content analysis of the open-ended responses allowed us to capture the richness and complexity of the participants’ perspectives. This methodological shift aided us in understanding not only the level of agreement among experts but also the underlying reasons and nuances behind their views, thereby facilitating a comprehensive understanding of the professional profile required in ECE.

Based on the responses collected from the open-ended questions, a content analysis was conducted (Kibiswa, 2019; Lindgren et al., 2020). Initially, all responses were transcribed and organized by items. Subsequently, an exploratory analysis was conducted to identify themes and categories. This was followed by a more comprehensive analysis to scrutinize patterns, trends, and all suggestions submitted by participants. Finally, based on these insights, adjustments were made to refine the list of competencies, ensuring they were precisely tailored to meet the requirements of the ECE stage. The results are presented with the competencies and suggestions from the experts incorporated. Content analysis proved to be an ideal methodology to extract qualitative information from open-ended responses and to make informed decisions based on expert feedback (Krippendorff, 2019).




3 Results

The results of this study are presented in accordance with the research questions.

In reference to the first question on the teaching functions and competencies necessary for ECETs to effectively address the challenges posed by the current social and educational context, the results show a high percentage of agreement in determining the teaching competencies established by Farró (2022) as valid in the development of the teaching role in the ECE stage. The percentage agreement among the sample on acceptance without changes was 82.08%, with a free-marginal Kappa coefficient of 0.73, which, according to Altman (1991), represents very good concordance strength. The results do not differentiate between groups (ECETs and academics), as no significant differences were found among them.

Farró (2022) competencies are structured in five roles (Melief et al., 2010), and we also established the general agreement indices and strength of agreement internally in each of the roles (Table 3).



TABLE 3 Free-marginal Kappa results for each role.
[image: Table displaying roles in education with corresponding percentage, Kappa value, and competencies. Roles include: participating in the community (84.47%, 0.77, competencies 1-7), managing emotions (85.80%, 0.79, competencies 8-16), research role (79.30%, 0.69, competencies 17-24), organizing learning (80.60%, 0.71, competencies 25-32), and assessing learning (78.81%, 0.68, competencies 33-37).]

Table 2 shows the indicators of agreement and concordance for each of the competencies individually based on the response frequencies:

Each of the competencies shows a high degree of consensus, with the exception of three of them which have an overall agreement percentage of less than 70%. These are competence 19, which refers to the contrast between the competence model and the transmissive model; 27, on didactic design oriented towards a final product; and 35 on assessment—all showing a lower degree of agreement and with clear proposals for modification.

Referring to the Free-marginal Kappa coefficient and taking Altman (1991) interpretation values, there is no competence that can be considered to have weak concordance strength but, rather, all of them have good (0.60–0.80) or very good (0.80–1) scores, with the exception of the first one—referring to asking questions about the organizational model of the institution—which presents a value of 0.58, just at the upper limit of what is considered moderate concordance (0.41–0.60).

Once the starting point was established and the general agreement of the educational community participating in the study had been obtained, the content analysis of the contributions made by the experts was carried out. These were collected in the qualitative part of the data collection tool and linked to the option of <Accept with changes> or < Reject>. Table 4 shows the suggestions made by the experts categorized according to roles.



TABLE 4 Themes addressed qualitatively in the expert judgement with Extracted Quotes.
[image: A table with two columns titled "Role" and "Themes addressed in the qualitative assessment." It outlines different educational roles and corresponding themes like enhancing school document significance, community inclusion, emotional competence, professional development, learning organization, assessment complexity, and student motivation. Specific themes include communication, flexibility, self-assessment, and formative assessment planning.]

All suggestions provided by the experts (Table 4) were thoroughly evaluated and considered by the research team. It is noteworthy to mention that a considerable number of comments exhibited concurrence, reinforcing the significance and necessity of each modification implemented.

In response to the second research question: “Are the proposed functions and competencies appropriate and adapted to the specific stage of early childhood education from 0 to 6 years, taking into account its unique characteristics?,” nuances were added that address the specific needs of the ECE stage. Terms were also adjusted to ensure that the competencies are coherent with the contemporary context, according to the experts’ indications. The results are presented in Table 5.



TABLE 5 Proposal of concretization based on the roles of Melief et al. (2010) and the teaching competencies of Farró (2022), according to the experts’ suggestions.
[image: Table displaying educational competencies divided into five roles: actively participating, managing emotions, professional development, organizing learning situations, and assessing student learning. Each role lists detailed tasks, with actions like analyzing organizational models, resolving student demands, observing teaching practices, organizing learning sequences, and evaluating performance.]



4 Discussion

The study, in accordance with the literature review carried out, shows the need to establish a competency profile for ECETs. Further, having a definition of the competencies necessary for the performance of the teaching function can be a tool for reflecting on one’s own practice that is closely linked to the role of the reflective teacher, which is so necessary in the current socio-educational context (Izumi-Taylor et al., 2010; Miranda de Sousa and de Souza Ribeiro, 2021; Weiss et al., 2021). Consensus on this definition of ECE teaching competencies can promote processes of self-assessment, a review of one’s own practice and, therefore, better professional development.

Thus, based on the results obtained, we can affirm, in accordance with the validation by experts, that we have a definition of competencies, based on Melief et al. (2010) and Farró (2022), specified in the context of ECE based on the contributions received (Table 5). Both roles and competencies met with broad consensus, and nuances were incorporated that provide more specificity to the early childhood stage.

Delving further into this definition of the competency profile, it should be noted that, according to the validation by experts, not all competencies were represented with the same value. Active participation in the educational community and Management of emotions and feelings were considered to be the most important. Therefore, the need to increase their presence and development in the initial training programs of future ECETs is indicated (Krichesky and Murillo, 2018; Peña, 2019; Dolcos et al., 2020; Puroila et al., 2021).

Specifically, the experts consulted highlight the need for ECETs to be actively involved and coordinated within the educational community, participate in the development of school documents, and be key factors in initiating or consolidating educational innovations (Krichesky and Murillo, 2018). It is essential to strengthen this aspect given that ECETs have had and still have little representation and active participation in school leadership and management positions (Osorno, 2018). Along the same lines, the results point to the need to take families into account and promote their participation in the educational center, for which, once again, it will be essential for future teachers to develop communication and relationship skills with families in their initial training (Kurincová et al., 2021).

Emotional management, as the emerging literature on the subject shows, is essential to accompany the construction of identity in early childhood, within a framework of safety and based on processes of bonding with ECETs (Bisquerra and Mateo, 2019; Trapero, 2019), while the importance of initial training in the development of emotional competencies is also highlighted:

 (…) initial training should provide a solid background in emotions and especially in emotional competences. This for several reasons: as an essential aspect of the teacher’s professional development and by extension to enhance the development of students. (Bisquerra Alzina, 2005, p. 100)



The teaching role centered on the organization of learning situations, despite being the most traditionally consolidated, comes in third place in terms of level of acceptance by the experts. In this role, didactic competence and a range of resources to respond to students at this stage are important; in addition, the need to reduce the requirement for students to close learning sequences with the production of final products which, on many occasions, are tailored more to teaching needs than to students’ interests—an idea already claimed by the area of arts education (Aguirre, 2015; Álvarez-Uria et al., 2015)—is also pointed out. In this sense, the importance of the process and not only the result is highlighted, so that students have a shared learning objective, achieving true meaningful learning, whether or not this is in the form of a final product.

The role linked to research into one’s own practice is one of the most common teaching roles in the current literature (Miranda de Sousa and de Souza Ribeiro, 2021; Núñez-Rojas et al., 2021; Weiss et al., 2021), but the appraisal received by the participating experts places this role in fourth place, thus indicating the need for the educational community to be made fully aware of its relevance and to integrate it effectively into educational practice. Despite this, it should be noted that most of the key competencies of this role show a very high degree of acceptance (n > 80%); and that the qualitative contributions show a high degree of sensitivity in pointing out the importance of innovations being based on scientific evidence, the need for constant self-assessment on behalf of teachers, and continuous training. Studies point to initial training and the curricular internship period as privileged moments for developing this teaching role (Cheng, 2020; Weiss et al, 2021; Martín Gómez et al., 2022).

Finally, the role of assessing student learning lies in last place, showing a clear debate about the importance or not of promoting student self-assessment in ECE. It should be noted that the literature points to the self-regulatory function of self-assessment, thus contributing to the acquisition of lifelong learning management strategies (Sanmartí, 2010), and that this is possible from an early age (Lara, 2016). In this framework, the experts argue for a complex and comprehensive assessment, understood more as a form of educational practice and not as a value judgement.



5 Conclusion

In conclusion, the results of this study indicate that it is necessary to reflect on the competencies needed by an ECETs who is prepared to face contemporary challenges. These insights pave the way for identifying the essential modifications in initial training programs, ensuring these competencies are thoroughly developed. Moreover, this analysis not only broadens our understanding but also indicates that the study’s outcomes could play a crucial role in guiding the review and improvement of regulatory requirements, the accreditation process for ECE services, and the mechanisms of teacher registration, thus making a significant contribution to the advancement of the field. Furthermore, our study highlights the unique characteristics of the ECE phase and underscores the availability of specialized research. This research aids in identifying competencies that are precisely tailored to meet the needs of this particular age group, underscoring the importance of a focused approach in ECE.

Building upon this, the process undertaken in our research clearly delineates the pivotal roles of ECETs as follows:

	- Actively participate in the educational institution and in the processes of educational innovation, encouraging the participation of families.
	- Manage emotions in professional practice, emphasizing emotional accompaniment, the promotion of children’s autonomy and self-concept, and communicative elements.
	- Reflect on one’s own educational practice, generating proposals for improvement, and keeping up to date both individually and collectively.
	- Design a teaching-learning process adapted to children’s needs.
	- Observe and document constantly, as basic tools for teachers.

Despite the benefits of the present paper, in terms of its contribution to the field of professional development of ECETs, in which there are significant gaps, it should be noted that this is an incipient study, that the subject should continue to be delved into in order to establish not only the teaching competencies and indicators that define ECETs, but also the evidence that enables them to assess and self-assess for their progress and improvement. It should also be noted that the experts consulted are limited to a very specific geographical area (Spain, Italy, and Brazil), so the results clearly cannot be universally extrapolated. With a view to the future, it is also intended to continue researching and identifying new parallels between the established teaching competencies and the initial training of future ECETs; all these efforts are aimed at contributing to the training, development, and improvement of the educational community, encompassing both initial training and continuing education, as well as informing administrative decision-making.
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Research incompetence has become a bottleneck hindering the professional development of many CETs (College English teachers) in China, and research on language teachers’ research engagement needs to be enriched. The study explores the CETs’ research engagement in the context of institutional performance evaluation reform at a Chinese non-key university. In-depth interviews of six practitioners show that the prospects of their research engagement are promising but restricted by many personal and contextual constraints. Their motivation to engage with/in research tends to be mainly external despite some gratifying internal drives. The symbiotic teaching-research nexus is not well maintained in practice, the research atmosphere needs improving, and competent research teams are expected to be established and well managed. The professional appraisal reform has initially enhanced the staff’s research enthusiasm, but the boost may wear off due to its weak implementation. The university administration should offer essential resources and relevant support to teachers struggling in their academic careers. Moreover, teachers’ agency to conduct research should be stimulated.
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1 Introduction

The appeal for language practitioners’ research is acknowledged internationally to promote their teaching practices (Consoli and Dikilitaş, 2021) and professional development (Sakarkaya, 2022; Woore et al., 2020). Against the university regulatory evaluation scheme (Huang and Guo, 2019), the new higher education institution research policy has swept over more and more universities, including regional application-oriented universities (Gong and Cheng, 2021). Research engagement includes both “engagement in research (i.e., by doing it) and engagement with research (i.e., by reading and using it)” (Borg, 2010, p. 391). In general education, interest in teacher research originated from action research in the middle of the last century in the USA. It receded years later and emerged again in the UK, characterized by the teacher research movement (Barkhuizen, 2009; Borg, 2013). The study on language teachers’ conception of research and their research practice arose at the beginning of this century (Barkhuizen, 2009; Borg, 2013; Borg and Liu, 2013). Research engagement is not widespread in language teaching (Borg, 2009).

Tertiary-level EFL teachers in China account for a relatively high proportion of the world EFL population. Chinese College English teachers are those who teach non-English majors in tertiary education. Due to the increasing number of enrollments in Chinese universities, CETs make up most of the university EFL teachers in China and usually shoulder a heavy workload. College English is a compulsory subject that determines the academic and career prospects of millions of university students in China (Borg and Liu, 2013). Due to a series of documents released by the Ministry of Education in China, esp. College English Curriculum Requirements (Ministry of Education, 2020), scientific research literacy has been listed as one of five essential literacies of CETs. They have to meet high expectations from the Ministry and their institutional management; they are not only required to participate actively in the curriculum reform but also have to conduct scientific research. However, Chinese foreign language teachers’ academic literacy was relatively low (Wen, 2020), the status quo of CETs’ research engagement in China is not very promising, and teacher research is still a barren field in the territory of language teaching (Borg, 2013). Among the limited studies on research engagement in tertiary language teachers in China (E.g., Borg and Liu, 2013; Li, 2023; Wang et al., 2020;), there is a paucity of case studies within the scope of a particular higher education institution, especially the regional universities.

Under the backdrop of higher education expansion at the end of the last century in China, 240 local undergraduate universities have been successively built, each holding 10–20,000 students (Liu, 2012). The educational qualifications of the faculty in these institutions are relatively lower than those in the elite universities. Although some local ordinary universities have been appealed to transform into application-oriented institutions (Li, 2021), the staff must fulfil the academic requirements due to the long-established single evaluation standard for higher institutions from the government and move up of their institution’s ranking. The CETs in these young universities, which have been uncompetitive in academic accumulation and far from the academic frontier, need to be concerned. Their research capacity will, to some extent, affect the quality of overall education in these universities (Ni and Wu, 2023). Thus, this study is intended to explore the CETs’ research practice in these institutions to better promote teacher research and render some suggestions for research management in a similar international context.



2 Literature review

Previous literature about the research of English language teachers (ESL & EFL) mainly focuses on the fields of research perception (Alhassan and Ali, 2020; Bai and Millwater, 2011; Borg, 2009; Liu and Borg, 2014), research engagement (Barkhuizen, 2009; Borg, 2010; Borg and Alshumaimeri, 2012; Borg and Liu, 2013; Gao and Chow, 2011; Rahimi et al., 2018; Xu, 2014), research identity construction (Taylor, 2017; Xu, 2014) and research competence development (Barkhuizen, 2009; Burns and Westmacott, 2018; Taylor, 2017).

Regarding the studies on ESL and EFL teachers’ research engagement, S. Borg is a leading figure. Borg (2009) is a large-scale study based in the international context. Considering his study in 2009 failed to provide the kind of situated understanding of teacher research engagement that can inform local decision-making in a particular context, Simon Borg and Yi Liu conducted a large-scale study on the research engagement of Chinese CETs in 2013, which revealed the participants’ moderate levels of engagement in research. Teachers’ engagement with research has been investigated through the frequency and motivation of reading research, the impacts of engagement with research on teaching, and the corresponding reasons for neglecting existent publications. So is the case of engagement in research.


2.1 Engagement with research among CET in China and other contexts

Teachers’ engagement with research has been proved to be mainly occasionally or periodically (such as applying for promotion) (Borg and Liu, 2013) and confined to a limited time (Wang et al., 2020) except in the context of formal study, while the inner initiative is lacking (Borg, 2013). A “moderately to fairly strong” impact of reading research on teaching was found among the teacher educators in Borg and Alshumaimeri (2012); while such influence was perceived to be “moderate” among the teachers in Borg and Liu (2013) since some of them expect direct and practical impacts on teaching. Situated in a rather broader international context, EFL practitioners’ engagement with research has been perceived or proved to facilitate quality teaching (Tavakoli, 2015; Wyatt and Dikilitas, 2016) or aided their pedagogical decisions (Faribi et al., 2019; Kyaw, 2021; Sato and Loewen, 2019).

Except for the essential reading for promotion or research projects, teachers seldom read literature due to lack of interest and time, inaccessibility of the literature, the irrelevancy between research and teaching, and the unavailability of publications (Borg and Alshumaimeri, 2012; Borg and Liu, 2013; Heng et al., 2023; Sato and Loewen, 2019).



2.2 Engagement in research in China and other contexts

Borg’s (2013) large-scale investigation of Chinese CETs’ engagement in research was not promising (with 52.7% selections of “occasionally”), while Xu’s (2014) study on 4 universities reported a more frequent engagement. The scale and type of universities can be used to explain the divergence. A recent study on Chinese EFL teachers found that they research periodically to address the confusion in teaching or meet the institutional research requirement (Li, 2023). Research also finds that high-ranked practitioners are more research-engaged than the lower ones (Heng et al., 2020), doctoral degree holders are more research-productive and young teachers are potential research leaders (Henry et al., 2020).

Promotion is the most powerful external factor driven EFL prospective and in-service teachers to do research (Bai, 2018; Borg and Liu, 2013; Rahimi et al., 2021; Xu, 2014), together with the internal pursuit of professional development and pedagogical improvement (Alhassan and Ali, 2020; Borg and Liu, 2013; Rahimi et al., 2018; Sato and Loewen, 2019; Xu, 2014) and personal passion and interest (Li and Zhang, 2022; Vu, 2021). For the CETs in teaching-focused non-key universities, the pedagogical values of research seem to be restricted to the rhetorical level (Bai, 2018). Doing research just for the instrumental purpose, such as to get published for promotion rather than for the sake of tackling teaching confusion or professional development, will result in quickly finished products that are not problem-oriented and will not generate any research implications for teaching practices at all (Rahimi et al., 2021).

Research has found that quite a lot of teachers adopt a rather narrow view of the teaching-research nexus. Scientific research falls into two categories, the theoretical ones, and the applied ones (Wen, 2004). Some teachers prefer practical and applied research which are rather constructive in solving realistic problems in the classroom rather than theoretical ones. However, efficient teaching should be based on scientific rationales, both theoretical and applied research can assist teaching (Chen and Wang, 2013). Some teacher educators also find it rather challenging for them to translate their studies on higher education into direct implications benefiting teachers’ professional practice although they believe in the symbiotic relationship between teaching and research (Yuan and Lee, 2014). Nevertheless, previous studies on teachers’ perceptions and engagement in research have proved that research findings can be transformed into teachers’ pedagogical knowledge, contribute to their professional development, and in turn benefit the students (Alhassan and Ali, 2020; Borg and Alshumaimeri, 2012; Jamoom and Al-Omrani, 2021; Rahimi et al., 2018). Participants in Rahimij and Weisi (2018) report a quite favorable research engagement and admit that research engagement has positively impacted their professional teaching practice (such as enhancing their confidence and autonomy in teaching, developing their reflection competence and critical thinking, understanding their students better and improving their language learning), and promoted team cooperation. The reason may be those who have active research engagement were purposefully selected for the study. Even so, the findings also indicate that institutional support needs to be increased and assistance in instrument design and data analysis needs to be offered to teachers. Only when CETs realize the closely bonded tie between teaching and research by themselves can they positively engage in the two missions and better tackle the requirement of teaching-research integration from the institution (Ni and Wu, 2023).

Concerning constraints hindering teachers from doing research, the most typical ones are: lack of time, resources, and mentors, illiteracy in doing research (Allison and Carey, 2007; Barkhuizen, 2009; Borg and Liu, 2013; Heng et al., 2023; Sato and Loewen, 2019; Xu, 2014); heavy workload (Alhassan and Ali, 2020; Borg and Liu, 2013; Vu, 2021; Yuan and Lee, 2014); difficulty of getting published, lack of interest and motivation (Borg and Liu, 2013; Gao and Chow, 2011; Xu, 2014); the demanding features of research to teachers (Tarrayo et al., 2021; Wang et al., 2020).



2.3 Research culture in China and other contexts

Academic collaboration can enhance research motivation and productivity (Heng et al., 2020; Paul and Mukhopadhyay, 2022). The inspiring work environment is conductive to the academics’ research (E.g., Way et al., 2019). A moderately positive research culture was found in previous large-scale investigations by Borg and Liu (2013). Lack of institutional research culture has been blamed for hindering teachers’ research engagement (e.g., Alhassan and Ali, 2020). There is a gap between management research expectations and the support offered to teachers (Alhassan and Ali, 2020; Borg and Alshumaimeri, 2012; Borg and Liu, 2013; Kyaw, 2021). Collaborative research and collegial discussion about research are not desirable due to the competition among colleagues (Borg and Liu, 2013). CETs’ research competence cannot meet the institutional research requirements (Liu, 2011).



2.4 The impacts of the appraisal policy reform

Under the backdrop of the contemporary university managerial revolution (Amaral et al., 2003), research productivity is increasingly vital to the university’s ranking and reputation (Morze et al., 2022). The new higher education institution research policy has swept over more and more universities and brought diverse emotional experiences to the EFL practitioners. Those teachers tend to react rather positively when their professional values and pursuits are consistent with the reform objectives, but the larger number are the pressured supporters (Tran et al., 2017; Zhang, 2021).

As for the development of research competence, institutional support, advice from competent mentors, and the teachers’ agency all play an important role (Xu, 2014). Language practitioners can be encouraged to conduct some classroom-based research in flexible forms due to the limit of their methodology reserve (Borg and Sanchez, 2015), such as action research, narrative inquiry (Johnson and Golombek, 2002), reflective practice (Mann and Walsh, 2017), etc. Teachers could start their research based on the problems confronted in their classrooms, or they may take part in an action research program guided by capable mentors, as suggested in Barkhuizen (2009), Burns and Westmacott (2018), and Taylor (2017). In-service professional training can serve as a good mediator facilitating teachers’ research engagement (Borg, 2010).

Scanning over the previous studies, besides the large-scale study on the research engagement of Chinese CETs in Borg and Liu (2013) and Chinese EFL teachers in Li (2023), Bai and Millwater (2011) is an institutional study focusing on Chinese EFL academics who teach English majors. Barkhuizen (2009) focuses on the research lives of CETs from all kinds of Chinese universities. Xu (2014) studied the EFL teachers working at four universities in China. The institutional study of CETs’ research engagement is scarce, especially situated in non-elite ordinary universities. Among the very few studies on local undergraduate universities, Ni (2022), which focuses on CETs’ conceptions of research, has found that the CETs have broadened their perceptions of research. The younger lecturers, who tend to have higher educational qualifications than the associate professors, seem to have more rigorous and comprehensive conceptions of research. However, the role of a CET has hindered their conceptions of research and negatively affected the construction of their researchers’ identities. Ni and Wu (2023) is a longitudinal study tracing a CET’s cognitive development in the teaching-research nexus. Having finally stepped out of the teaching-research contradiction, the participating teacher achieved professional development in both teaching and research and also gradually identified herself as a researcher besides a teacher. However, research on CETs’ research engagement in local undergraduate institutions is still regrettably scarce.

Both Borg and Liu (2013) and Wang et al. (2020) called for continual empirical research in the future, “both large-scale and in the form of specific case studies of individual language teaching organizations” (Borg and Liu, 2013, p. 293), since teacher research engagement is context situated. When the new higher education institution research policy (Tran et al., 2017) has finally been expanded to the non-key local universities in China, what are their CETs’ status quo of research engagement and responses to such reform, further research is needed.




3 Methodology


3.1 Research site and research focus

University F (pseudonym) was chosen to be the research site since a new appraisal policy was issued a year ago before the study which has changed the tenure status of professional titles. Staff in each professional title are required to publish and get corresponding research projects in a three-year appraisal term.

Those who fail to meet the requirements will be demoted to the previous professional title. The CETs’ research engagement in this university and their response to such a big policy change appeal to the author to take such a study. The current research aims to answer the following questions:



(1) How do CETs in Chinese regional universities engage with research compared to their counterparts in other contexts?


(2) How do CETs in Chinese regional universities engage in research compared to those in other international contexts?


(3) How does the research culture in Chinese regional universities compare to the that in universities in other parts of the world?


(4) What are the impacts of the appraisal policy reform on the research activities and motivation of College English Teachers (CET) in China?






3.2 Participants

The College English Unit in University F is affiliated with the College of Foreign Languages. Its staff is dominated by two professional types, i.e., the lecturers and associate professors. Most of the staff are comprised of female teachers. There were no teaching assistants, professors, or PhD holders when the research was conducted. Therefore, based on the status quo of the staff, the participants were purposely selected for maximum variation (Miles and Huberman, 1994) of the professional title structure, gender distribution, and years of teaching. Interview invitations were sent to 8 teachers, 6 of them consented to take part in the interviews. They signed written informed consent and were guaranteed confidentiality and anonymity before the interview started. The demographic information about the participants (all reported under pseudonyms) can be seen in the following table (Table 1).



TABLE 1 The demographic information of the participants.
[image: A table displaying information about six individuals. Columns include name, gender, professional title, research interests, years of teaching, and educational background. All have a master's degree. Titles are either lecturer or associate professor. Years of teaching range from six to twenty-five years. Research areas vary from teacher professional development to culture and teaching.]



3.3 Instruments

Specific research approaches are employed based on the issue being addressed (Creswell and Creswell, 2018). The study attempts to explore CETs’ research engagement and the institutional academic culture in the context of performance evaluation reform, so using open-ended questions is more suitable for understanding the status quo and reaching general themes inductively. Thus, a semi-structured, in-depth interview was used to collect the data. The interview questions (See Appendix) were based on the items related to research engagement in Borg and Liu (2013) and Xu (2014). Minor revisions were made to adjust to the context of the discussion. Several questions were added based on the promotion reform in University F and the institutional policy in the College of Foreign Languages. Besides engagement, the participants’ conceptions of research were also collected. Due to space limitations, only their research engagement will be reported here.



3.4 Data collection and analysis

Forms of the interview were negotiated according to the convenience of the participants and were finally conducted either face-to-face, by social media, or over the telephone. The interview time ranged from 33 to 82 min. The interviews were conducted in Chinese, tape-recorded with the permission of the participants, and transcribed verbatim into Chinese. After the member check from the participants, all the transcripts were translated into English and then sent back to the participants once more to check for any inaccuracies during translation or alternations. Permission to make public was obtained from them after the special treatment of some parts that may disclose their identities. The interpretations in the article were also sent to them to verify authenticity and ask for their permission for use.

Qualitative content analysis (Miles and Huberman, 1994) was used to analyze the interview scripts. NVivo 12 plus was employed to help generate the codes. One hundred fifty initial codes were generated, then similar codes were classified into superior themes, and finally, themes were grouped into several categories according to the literature. The coding goes like this. For example, Juan said, “I am highly motivated and agentic, and I have been working hard these years, but I am a little frustrated since I have not achieved much until now.” This part was coded primarily as “High agency but few achievements” and then classified into the theme “The status quo of research” and then classified into the category “Engagement in research.”




4 Findings

The findings are reported in four categories according to the research questions and previous literature. Regarding engagement with research, the reading frequencies, motivation, the impact of reading on teaching or professional development, and the constraints will be reported sequentially. So is engagement in research. Teachers’ perceptions of the research atmosphere and research communities in the department are classified in the category of research culture. Lastly, the influence of the new appraisal policy is mentioned.


4.1 Engagement with research

The frequency of reading research is negatively correlated with the teaching experience and professional titles. The young lecturers are more engaged in the publications than the senior associate professors. Lian reported that reading research was done many years ago when she was applying for the associate professorship. However, as for Juan, reading research is one of her activities in every busy day besides teaching and child-care. Moreover, engagement with research is mainly “periodical” when they decide to prepare for the professional appraisal or apply for research projects. For example, Yong told me about his situation before promotion, “I had to read some books and should not idle away anymore since I have to apply for promotion, but I gave it up after I got promoted.”

As for the motivation for reading research, besides the major external one, i.e., for promotion, the sake of self-interest, individual professional development, and the concern of practical classroom problems are also mentioned. Juan reads literature to find the answers to her doubts about teaching. She is also a typical example who has found her research interests by seeking solutions to the obstacles in her professional development.


My reading originated from my interest issue. Suppose I would like to make a list of the priorities. Professional development is the priority, followed by promotion, and the third is to solve doubts in the classroom. (Juan).
 

Most of them claimed that extensive reading has benefited their teaching. For example, Juan stated that the strategies mentioned in the literature of discussion classrooms were later used in her class. However, Yong, whose research interest is Translation, claimed that literature reading had little influence on his teaching since the profound documents he read were beyond the basic level of college English teaching.

As for the factors blocking their reading process, “lack of time, the overwhelming teaching task, limited resources in the library, and low literature searching literacy” were mentioned.

Juan, Dan, and Hong complained about limited resources since they could not access international publications from the library database. Juan was reading international journal articles offered by her former classmate who was pursuing a Ph.D. when the interview was conducted. Dan also confided that she was lacking in the literacy of searching for documents, especially, international ones. Hong booked two domestic key journals out of her pocket for convenience’s sake.



4.2 Engagement in research

The participants’ engagement in research differs significantly between the two professional titles. The two associate professors last engaged in research a few years ago. As for the four lecturers, Dan thinks about her research questions even during childcare. Juan devotes a lot to research: She reads literature every day and already produced two research articles recently, although they still fall short of her expectations in research. Yong gave up his ambition to study corpus due to his weak academic literacy in this field. Hong stated she belonged to those who were “strong in will, but weak in action.”

The motivation for doing research is like that of literature reading, i.e., primarily for promotion. However, interior motivation also exists, such as internal interest in a certain field, to improve academic literacy and professional development. For example, Juan felt that the college English teaching at University F was out of date and demanded a change, but first the change should start with herself, a college English teacher. Such reflection has helped her lock her research focus on language teacher professional development.

Most of them believe in the symbiotic relationship between teaching and doing research and can interpret their relations in detail. Nevertheless, when it comes to actual practice, the case is not that optimistic. That is a remarkable finding in this study. For example, Juan stated that her research practice was not used in her class yet since her writing was not high-level production. Dan also felt regretful when she discussed the common situation of her colleagues’ research engagement.


In actual practice, teaching is isolated from research. Most teachers do not try to use the research findings to guide their teaching. They leave their papers alone. What are your research findings? You may not be severe enough to think about them in your mind. It should go like this: teaching promotes research, and then research feeds teaching. However, now it seems a little separated. (Dan).
 

Challenges in doing research are the most densely coded part (see Table 2). As for the difficulties hindering their research engagement, the typical four factors are “lack of time,” “distraction from home,” “lack of access to academic conferences,” “illiteracy in research methods,” and “lack of willpower.” Since CETs are usually fully occupied with teaching and female practitioners also suffer from the distraction from their families, they often have no choice but to struggle for the fragmented time to do research. However, Hong mentioned that all these obstacles could be overcome if they tried to manage their time properly and had strong willpower in research. “Lack of willpower and agency” is also a frequently mentioned internal weakness by several teachers. However, there is such a teacher, i.e., Juan, who started with her doubts in professional development, explored again and again through literature reading, found her research focus and kept moving forward in such an adverse context. Her high agency may set a good example for those staff in the non-key universities.



TABLE 2 Teachers’ perception of constraints in doing research.
[image: A table lists various constraints faced by teachers, including lack of academic time, distractions, and limited access to resources, with corresponding cases and frequency. It provides examples from teachers’ interview scripts, highlighting specific challenges and comments from individuals such as Juan, Lian, Yong, and Dan.]

“Low literacy in research methods” (which has been referred to five times by four teachers) is a typical barrier restricting teachers from moving forward. Juan claimed that she had not reached any significant achievement, even though she worked hard and read literature daily. The major obstacle she ever perceived was the weakness in research methods. Dan, a teacher who has mastered the quantitative research methodology, also stated that she knew little about the most advanced research methods. Even the senior teacher, Lian, complained that she did not have time to learn the research methods.

“Lack of a mentor” is also mentioned by several participants. They wish there were such a person who could guide them forward but could not find one in their workplace. When asked about someone who has impacted their research journey, most still referred to their supervisors or former teachers while pursuing their master’s degrees rather than an experienced colleague nearby who could assist them.

Both Dan and Juan complained about their limited literature-searching literacy, especially the international ones. Juan felt rather frustrated since sometimes she was at a loss about the literature to read but started from the most preliminary ones. Another prominent doubt mentioned by Dan and Juan was that the Research Office in their university had a bias against language teaching research. Their research project proposals failed several times to move beyond the university campus because their research territories were restricted to teaching, even some of their studies could not even be classified as teaching research at all.


My project was rejected because they (the management in the Research Office) said my research was so close to teaching and did not have the sense of authentic research. They will not care about your project at all even if you have lots of relevant previous studies. I have been puzzled for a long time since research cannot be separated from teaching. Our research focus originates from the practical problems in teaching, is not it? However, they think those studies having no relation to teaching are research. I want to change my research focus, but it is challenging since it has been my research interest for many years. (Dan).

I wonder why they perceive teacher professional development as teaching research. (Juan).
 



4.3 Research culture

There is a lack of research atmosphere in the College English Unit. Teachers seldom discuss research with each other. Those who want to pursue research cannot get access to the assistance and relevant resources they need. Both Juan and Dan confided that only a few of their colleagues were pursuing their research and most others were doing “research” for the sake of gaining research projects or publishing papers. Juan even stated that most of the staff’s research engagement was not authentic research at all. She also suggested that they should try to do something down to earth and reap the professional titles as the natural result. However, some have sensed something different recently, i.e., a positive tendency was growing among the Unit due to the encouragement of the faculty administration and university academic requirements. E.g.,


Recently, I have seen quite a few teachers searching for literature and preparing for their publications. (Yong).
 

There are no real research communities; most teachers do research individually, and they only cooperate with others when applying for research projects in which an academic team is required as customary. As for the reasons, Dan stated that she had already adapted to work individually and had not found such an efficient research mate who was also willing to cooperate. Juan said she had not fixed her research focus yet and was not ready to cooperate with a partner. Yong stated that due to the limited academic competence of the faculty, large-scale research that demanded team cooperation was still on the way.

Although the college’s vice president appealed to all the staff to set up several scientific research teams to enhance research literacy, they did not work well and achieve the due function at all. The required seminars in each team were held only once just after their establishment. The president meant well, and the staff’s research awareness has been awakened. However, several factors resulted in its inefficiency, such as each member’s weak willpower and limited research foundation, poor organization, and lack of time and communication. The team leaders’ academic competence also needs to be improved. What is more, the team members’ inadequate research experience may also be blamed, although they joined a certain team according to their supposed research interests, just as the comments of Juan and Hong:


As the leader of my team, I’m not capable at all. Even if I am interested in some topics, I have no idea how to lead the team forward. I am unclear about what kinds of literature I should assign them to read and what kind of work to do for each member. (Juan).

Many teachers do not research at all and have not found their research interests yet. Therefore, they just wait there for the arrangements since they are not clear on what to do at all. (Hong).
 



4.4 The impacts of the appraisal policy reform

The interviews were conducted 1 year later after the promotion reform. The effects on the staff can be seen at this moment. The interview scripts show that both positive and negative influences coexist. The positive factors can be summarized as motivational effects and positive guidance. For example, Yong, Juan, and Hong all viewed it as a motivation in another way. Some of them initially felt slightly anxious but gradually accepted it and decided to strive to meet it. Such as Juan’s statement,


Although it did bring me some pressure, the reform is beneficial to some degree and is a kind of motivation in another way, since I have been doing something myself. (Juan).
 

The appraisal reform did put some pressure on the staff, especially on senior teachers who are less energetic than their young peers and associate professors who have left their academics uncultivated for many years. E.g.,


I am stressed out since it is hard to catch up with the field after years of neglect. Moreover, the publication requirement is so heavy, esp., for our discipline. Getting our paper published in a few key journals is challenging and takes much work. Could we be treated especially just as that of the staff in the faculties of music, arts, and physical education? (Lian).

It (the policy) does not consider teachers’ research ability. I’m afraid some teachers may muddle through it if they are under too much pressure. (Yong).
 

However, Dan blamed the unfairness in the preliminary appraisal of provincial research projects within the campus and the new promotion policy for young teachers to apply for associate professorships.


The new requirement for promotion to the associate professorship is very high and there is not much vacancy left. One year has passed since the promotion reform, and some associate professors who were promoted three years ago received their periodical appraisal. However, they passed it by joining others’ provincial projects. The reform seems more relaxed with them, but the young teachers still have a long way to go. (Dan).
 




5 Discussion


5.1 Engagement with research

Teachers’ periodical engagement with research resonates with previous findings in Borg and Liu (2013) and differs from that in Xu (2014). Promotion has been proven as the most typical factor motivating their literature reading. Nevertheless, some teachers, despite being few, who read publications driven by their internal interests and professional development, just as has been proven by Faribi et al. (2019), Kyaw (2021), and Sato and Loewen (2019).

Different from Borg and Liu (2013), most participants reported a positive influence of reading literature on teaching and can put it into detail or offer an exact example, which resonates with findings in Rahimi et al. (2018). The reason may arise from the appeal for university teachers to do research in China in the past decade. Teachers’ awareness of the teaching-research nexus has been enhanced. Similar to some teachers’ perceptions in Borg and Liu (2013) and Bai (2018), some teachers expect a direct influence of research on teaching, especially, those whose research interests are not around applied linguistics. Teachers’ narrow perceptions of teaching-research nexus should be warned and expanded (Chen and Wang, 2013). More work should be done to bridge the gap between academics’ research and practitioners’ teaching and professional development (Yuan and Lee, 2014).

Despite having been mentioned in some of the previous literature (e.g., Alhassan and Ali, 2020; Kyaw, 2021; Sato and Loewen, 2019), limited access to frontier publications and illiteracy in searching international literature are indeed typical barriers to teachers in local universities. This can be proved by the variety of their reading, which is mainly restricted to domestic publications. University F’s limited research funds and emergent research infrastructure may be part of the reason for this. The university administrators should increase the investment in international databases and the CETs can get access to the shared resources and improve their digital literacy by actively joining some research communities offline or online.

Contrary to the positive correlation in Borg and Alshumaimeri (2012) and Borg and Liu (2013), teachers’ frequency of reading research is negatively correlated with teaching experience and professional titles. This may be because many associate professors in non-key universities give up their efforts to climb to the uppermost level of professional titles since it is so challenging. Another reason originates from University F’s tenure policy for years.



5.2 Engagement in research

Teachers’ frequency and motivation for doing research is in line with that of reading research, mainly periodically and for promotion, which is consistent with the interpretation of the interview data in Borg and Liu (2013) and the findings in Gao and Chow (2011), and Li (2023), the institutional requirement was the most prominent reason for doing research. The limited research engagement and the corresponding restrictions resonate with the case in other underdeveloped Asia countries, e.g., the case of Cambodia in Heng et al. (2023). Although most teachers perceive a close relationship between reading research and teaching, their engagement in research is driven by external factors. That is why they publish for the sake of publication. However, some young lecturers have already developed reform awareness and want to make a change in CETs’ professional development. Their higher academic literacy and more frequent research engagement than the associate professors are contrastive to those of Heng et al. (2020). The reason may be that young teachers have received full-time postgraduate education and are more competent in research in regional universities. It also proves the effects of individual practitioner’s agency in managing personal, workplace, and sociocultural influences (Xu, 2014).

Different from engagement with research, teachers’ perception of the influence of their research production on teaching is not that promising. Maybe due to all kinds of contextual and individual constraints, the CETs in non-key universities still have a long way to go to improve the quality of their research, especially, in terms of scientificity and practicality.

Besides the objective obstacles, such as “lack of time” and “distraction from home,” which have been proved by Borg and Liu (2013), Heng et al. (2023), Sato and Loewen (2019), and Xu (2014), internal factor, such as “lack of will power” is also reported as a major point hindering their academic career, which is an essential discovery in this study. The reason may originate from University F’s tenure appraisal policy for decades. Moreover, another difficulty, “illiteracy in research methods,” which has been discussed by Barkhuizen (2009) and Wang et al. (2020), may be due to the educational background of the staff among whom there are no PhD holders, and they are not able to access systematic academic training and the academic conferences. That is why they are still struggling on the periphery of academics, although some are working rather hard. Non-key universities’ limited research funds may be further blamed. Language practitioners’ action research and narrative inquiry, which are not so methodologically challenging (Borg and Sanchez, 2015), can be better ways to initiate preliminary studies.

“Lack of mentor” may be a severe difficulty in the context of local undergraduate universities since most participants still recall the help of their former supervisors, teachers, and even PhD students far away, rather than the nearby assistants or institutional support. Another discovery is that language teaching research is discriminated against by the administration in the office of academic research at the university. It is different from the previous findings in Borg and Liu (2013), i.e., the divergent perception of research between teachers and the institution: Whether research needed to be published or not. It furthermore proves that beyond personal factors, sociocultural contexts also have a profound impact on language teachers’ research engagement (Borg and Liu, 2013).



5.3 Research culture

Despite being on the track of gradually improving, the research atmosphere at University F has yet to be positive. The institutional academic requirement for teachers does not match the corresponding support (Alhassan and Ali, 2020; Kyaw, 2021). Research is not frequently discussed, and research teams exist only superficially. The finding echoes that of Borg and Alshumaimeri (2012), and Borg and Liu (2013), but the reason is slightly different. Most teachers fail to devote themselves to research and have not fixed their research territories yet. They read and write just for the sake of publications or research projects. Such a research culture fails the scientific teams organized by the vice president, who are full of expectations. It will lead to a vicious publication cycle that will not benefit teaching (e.g., Rahimi et al., 2021). However, a few young teachers try to bury themselves in research and may grow to play a leading role in the faculty. Thus, a promising future is just around the corner.



5.4 The impacts of the appraisal policy reform

The appraisal policy reform may come later to University F than its key counterparts. It pressured the staff, especially senior associate professors, just as some participants complained, i.e., the reform did not consider the staff’s academic literacy (Liu, 2011) and the institutional types. Just as the emotional classification in Tran et al. (2017), the teachers who initiated their research intrinsically supported the policy more positively without suffering too much anxiety. However, a rather loose manner was adopted in the actual implementation, esp. the criterion of performance evaluation for the associator professors. It is challenging to be promoted to a higher rank, but keeping the rank is not as challenging as stated. It echoes Xu (2014) that punishing was less than rewarding. Compared with the “publish or perish” policy in leading universities, it is relatively humane for teachers, while the motivation force may be watered down simultaneously. Moreover, the institutional appraising policies still need some adjustment to be fair and rational towards those struggling young teachers for the position of associate professorship. Moreover, language practitioners’ academic research can start from the study of teaching, but the regional universities’ prejudice against teaching research may serve as another block to the staff’s professional development and the institution’s research productivity.




6 Conclusion

CETs’ research engagement in non-key universities is gradually turning around. However, there are considerable constraints, such as lack of time, resources, guidance, research interests, willpower, illiteracy in methodology, and the dim prospects of language teaching research. They tend to engage themselves with or in research driven by utilitarianism and fail to integrate teaching with research due to their narrow perception of the teaching-research nexus and limited research literacy. Restrained by weak academic accumulation on the whole and rank evaluation competition, a promising research culture is still on the way.

The administrators in charge of scientific research in the College English Unit should regularly invite teacher educators or competent academics from other research-oriented universities to give relevant academic training in research skills to the in-service teachers. Teachers’ continuous professional development should be a standard and sustainable state. Prospective and competent teacher researchers can be encouraged to set up effective research teams and navigate the other teachers to engage with research and gradually fix their research interests. Some individual difficulties, such as illiteracy in searching literature, can be solved through discussion and literature sharing among a rather constructive research community. Action research can be encouraged to focus on the current problems confronted in teaching. Non-key universities’ research reform should be promoted step by step based on a thorough investigation of the current status quo of the staff’s research engagement. Teachers’ viewpoints should be collected beforehand.

The article is without limitations. Firstly, a theoretical perspective is lacking. Bandura’s Social Cognitive Theory can be used in the upcoming studies to explore the interaction of personal and contextual factors affecting the tertiary language practitioners’ research engagement and productivity. Secondly, the interviews with associate professors yielded less robust data than those with lecturers. Their long-deserted research engagement may be a possible reason, but the author’s inexperience in eliciting further explanation may be blamed. Moreover, another limitation of the present study lies in the relatively small sample size, with only six participants being included in the analysis. Future research may invite a more extensive and diverse sample to promote the validity and generalizability of the findings.

Future research can also be focused on how to motivate language practitioners’ agency and initiatives to engage with and in research, such as to enhance their cognition in the teaching-research nexus and establish their identity as researchers besides teaching technicians. Only in this way can CETs be actively involved in problem-driven research and generate constructive pedagogical implications. Moreover, the research perceptions of the management in the Research Office at local universities are expected to be explored and promoted.
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Appendix

Interview questions:

	1. Could you please tell me what your research interest is?
	2. Could you please describe a typical work day of yours?
	3. When and how did you start doing research? Can you tell me a story about it or how you struggle in this process?
	4. How often do you read research and why? What kind of publications do you read? What is your main motivation for reading research? What challenges have you confronted in reading research?
	5. How often do you do research and why? What is your main motivation for doing research? What challenges have you confronted in this process?
	6. Are there any critical incidents or significant others that have influenced your research practice? If so, what and who are they?
	7. What do you think of the relationship between teaching and research?
	8. What kinds of effects have the new appraisal reform brought to you? What do you think of the research requirements set for each professional group?
	9. What do you think of those research teams initiated in your faculty last year? Have they exerted the expected functions?
	10. What do you think of the research atmosphere in your College English Unit? Would you like to do research individually or cooperate with others?
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Introduction: Tanzania, like other developing countries, has adopted numerous educational reforms geared towards addressing challenges rooted in either the colonial or post-colonial educational systems. However, the influence of these reforms on teacher professionalism is seldom studied. This study, therefore, gained insights into how the secondary education expansion policy related challenges affected teachers as teaching professionals.
Methods: The qualitative case study design was adopted in order to capture the holistic overview of the phenomena under exploration. Individual interviews, focus group discussion, and document analysis were utilized for gathering data. The main participants were teachers and school principals who were purposively selected from the Iringa region, Tanzania. The region promptly managed to build at least one secondary school in each ward (i.e., at least two villages) as per the government’s expansion enactment directives.
Results: It was revealed that the inadequate enactment of the expansion policy adversely affected teachers’ self-beliefs about their own teaching aptitudes, their apathy towards teaching, as well as their social status. These issues undermined successful implementation of the policy itself.
Discussion: The study adds to a growing body of literature around how teachers “construct” what secondary expansion means for them as both effective and ethical professionals.
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1 Introduction

The successful accomplishment of educational goals depends entirely on how teachers construct their sense of identity within and beyond their workplaces (Li, 2023). Thinking about and being aware of the concept of teacher identity provides a better understanding of teaching both as a profession and a practice (Demirdag, 2015). Teacher identity and its formation have gained great attention in recent years (Bacova and Turner, 2023; McConville, 2023). Identity is necessarily multifaceted, fluid, and subjective because different people view it in different ways depending on their context (Do and Hoang, 2023; Fadjukoff et al., 2016; Mora et al., 2016). Despite this, however, teacher identity broadly embraces how teachers see themselves as professionals in the community (i.e., self-image), their beliefs on how others perceive them, and how they are viewed by society at large (Ma, 2022; Xing, 2022). Literature (Nagdi et al., 2018; Zeng et al., 2022) highlights that teacher identity is not something that occurs naturally, but it emerges and develops as an individual teacher interacts with his/her professional environment. In other words, the working conditions in which teachers perform their roles shape and reshape their identities.

Teachers develop negative perceptions about their teaching profession as a result of the challenging working environment they encounter and vice versa. These perceptions determine their sense of resilience, commitment, efficacy, and engagement in their profession (Li, 2023; Wells, 2015). Wells (2015) in his research on the factors that might influence preschool teacher turnover and retention, found that approximately 40% of novice teachers were likely to leave their career of choice because of limited professional support and inadequate positive workplace mutual relations. In a study by Zinsser et al. (2016), teachers who viewed the workplace conditions of their school in negative terms became depressed and subsequently lost their enthusiasm to support their children to grow both socially, emotionally, and intellectually. However, studies on the link between workplace climate and teacher identity development in the Tanzanian setting were scarcely available.

There is ample scholarship suggesting that teacher education programs impact teacher identity development (Ma, 2022; Spicksley et al., 2021; Yin et al., 2016). Teachers and school leaders who share their experiences and knowledge with colleagues, and pre-service teachers who are adequately prepared feel more competent to teach than those who do not (Hong, 2010; Lamash and Fogel, 2021; Zhao, 2022). Exploring factors that contribute to professional identity formation among school leaders in Turkey, Luehmann (2008) found that schools’ perceptions about themselves as leaders changed when they frequently interacted with out-of-school coworkers and reflected on their practice. Therefore, understanding networking opportunities and their implications for teacher identity construction in Tanzania was an inevitable attempt. Cheng (2021) argues that teacher education program that enhances professional identity should reflect on teachers’ pedagogical beliefs, their emotional experiences, as well as their teaching environment and culture. The lack of these critical points compromises teacher identity development.

Finland is one example of countries that has promoted teacher identity to accomplish the world’s best education system (Khoza, 2023). Although the country has developed rules of professional identity that guide the implementation of teaching and learning policies, teachers are less enthusiastic in following them. Factors that compromise teachers to abide by the rules and how this influences them to construct their identities are not adequately identified. Cheng (2021) in his research found that teachers’ emotions are important factors that shape their identities and subsequently affect their work performance. When teachers reflect on themselves in regard to the nature of their work and such factors as their satisfaction and teaching motivation, they develop negative or positive emotions (McConville, 2023; Scherr and Johnson, 2017; Zhao, 2022).

Educational change or reform can be an identity-disrupting (Gao and Cui, 2022; Harrison and Alberti, 2022). The reform related challenges prompt teachers to interpret and re-interpret their own values and their past work or teaching experiences. Emotional tensions give rise as these teachers struggle cope with new changes and in turn fail to adequately implement the reforms. Bolívar et al. (2014), for example, argue that teachers become resistant to changes as a strategy to safeguard their identities if they are not adequately involved in the school curricula reform process because they view themselves as seriously isolated. Between 2004 and 2015, the government of Tanzania enacted and implemented the secondary education expansion policy (Ministry of Education and Vocational Training, 2008, 2010). As a result of this, new schools were built. Evidence, however, indicates that despite the government initiatives to expand the secondary education sector, poor student performance remained problematic in the country (Ministry of Education and Vocational Training, 2010; Twaweza, 2013).

A growing body of research has suggested that teacher identity plays a powerful influence on student achievement and cognitive development (Izadinia, 2013; Keile, 2018; Pishghadam et al., 2022). On the basis of the poor student performance, one of the assumptions behind this research was that the secondary education enactment plan has had a negative implication for teacher identity. Contextual factors that compromise teachers’ ability to perform their roles are numerous (Marschall, 2022; Sumra, 2015; UNESCO, 2021). However, little research has addressed how the secondary education expansion associated challenges has impacted on teacher identity development. I was particularly interested in the identities of teachers because these identities determine how teachers teach, how they grow as professionals, and how they feel about changes introduced in the education system (Clarke et al., 2022; Gao and Cui, 2022; Liu and Trent, 2023). The main research question was: “To what extent has the increase of secondary schools impacted teachers as teaching professionals?” The answers will contribute important knowledge not only about the professional life of secondary school teachers but also, more importantly, what factors are contributing towards a decrease (or not) of professional identities amongst secondary school teachers. Arguably, if these factors are made aware, and begin to redress, it is possible not only to produce a far more confident body of teachers but also provide a means for improving student academic performance.



2 The secondary education enactment and social positioning of teachers

Secondary education in Tanzania is regarded as a pathway to vocational training, tertiary level, and the world of work. For this reason, the government has been enacting and implementing diverse education development plans. The growth of primary education in the country, for example, has created a large demand for secondary education. Owing to this, the government of Tanzania developed the secondary education development policy. The policy was implemented in two phases (i.e., 2004–2009 and 2010–2015). The government believed that without this expansion policy, the transition from primary to secondary schooling would dramatically drop. The policy ensured that each ward (two, three, or four villages) had at least one secondary school within their locality in order to absorb primary school graduates. Alongside improving the quality of education delivery, the policy was intended to achieve equity and increase access to secondary education (Ministry of Education and Culture, 2004; Ochieng and Yeonsung, 2021). The introduction of fee-free education in recent years was geared towards maximizing the enrolment rates in the schools established under the new policy.

The implementation of the secondary education development plan in the country is compromised by several challenges. The main challenge is poor life-long learning skills and livelihood among secondary education graduates (Kinyota et al., 2019; United Republic of Tanzania, 2018). Although teachers are an integral part of the education system, their right to favourable working environment is often overlooked (UNESCO, 2021). There is a disparity in working conditions between urban and rural localities. Poor classrooms, shortage of houses, and medical issues are more problematic among rural teachers than urban counterparts (Nyamubi, 2017; Stromquist, 2018). For this reason, a number of rural teachers migrate to urban schools. The implication here is that the expansion plan has expended limited attention on retaining all (or rural teachers). Despite the government and community initiatives to build many new schools and enroll a high number of students, salaries and other fringe benefits are still challenging (Ndijuye and Tandika, 2019; Sahito and Vaisanen, 2019). These factors compromise the social standing of teaching profession and subsequently discourage young people to become teachers. Shortage of teaching resources and teacher professional development opportunities continue to exist across secondary schools in the country.

Notwithstanding the secondary education sector being supported by the government and community in terms of resources, the sector remains extremely under-funded (African Development Bank, 2007). Most of the budget in the education sector depends heavily on funds from development donors which are sometimes unreliable (Ochieng and Yeonsung, 2021). Foreign aid in relation to financial resources has tremendously declined in favour of other traditional projects (African Development Bank, 2007). Donor practices influenced the budget of the secondary education sector through various means, including encouraging international financial institutions to provide strict and tight fiscal discipline. This strategy constrained the education fiscal space in terms of teachers’ wage bill. Therefore, the diverse working conditions in which the teachers in the country implemented the education development plan would, I surmised, have far-reaching effects on how they view themselves as educational professionals.



3 Methods

A qualitative study approach was deemed appropriate for understanding the phenomena at hand. This approach provides an opportunity to comprehend and build a holistic overview of what the participants said before data analysis and interpretation take place (Cresswell, 2009; Soklaridis, 2009). In addition, a qualitative study permits greater interaction between the researcher and participants, thus offering participants the opportunity to shape the information that emerges in the course of data gathering (Cohen et al., 2011; Wiersman, 1986). It is through this approach that the participants’ social world and their lived experiences are gathered. Mutch (2013) points out that one of the strengths of qualitative-related studies are that they do not allow predetermined hypotheses. To gain detailed narratives, I grasped and shared subjective views with those who implemented the expansion policy in their natural settings. In other words, meanings or sense-making of data is drawn from the participants’ perspectives (Bryman, 2012; MacMillan and Schumacher, 2010).

Diverse methods were used to gather rich descriptive accounts of the participants’ experiences and perceptions in terms of their feelings and beliefs about the study phenomena (Corbetta, 2003). However, a particular focus of this qualitative study is placed more on understanding rather than the description or explanation of what is happening in relation to the policy implementation.


3.1 Participants and contexts

This study consisted of teachers and school principals who were purposively drawn from two (i.e., one high and one low performing) newly established secondary schools in the Iringa region, Tanzania. A total of 14 participants (i.e., two school principals and 12 teachers) engaged in my study. While teachers help students to develop academically, school principals perform all school managerial functions, including setting school strategies and establishing teachers’ performance expectations (UNESCO, 2009). Therefore, these individuals were considered as a primary rich-information source because they implemented the policy and had experienced its effects. The secondary development policy placed more attention on the construction of new schools rather than expanding the existing or old schools. For this reason, the old schools were excluded in my study.

Studies have shown that various demographic characteristics determine how teachers construct their sense of themselves as teachers (Fadjukoff et al., 2016; Sarouphim and Issa, 2020). Similarly, teachers who took part in my study were purposively selected. Purposive sampling technique was adopted to obtain rich-information participants (Mutch, 2013; Bryman, 2012). Gender, subject areas of specialization, and years of service were used as the selection criteria (see Table 1). The assumption here was that the male and female teachers may have different experiences and perspectives about the study phenomenon. However, although school principals were selected based on their positions, they were all males and had more than 5 years of service. More specifically, school principals from the Republic School (Principal #1) and Rift Valley School (Principal #2) had 11 and 7 years of experience as school leaders and supervisors. The two school principals specialised in humanities and social science subject during their pre-service teacher education. The deliberate attempt had been undertaken to ensure that at least an equal number of participants across gender and subject areas of specialization were sampled for them to share their experiences with regard to the issue under investigation. The more experienced teachers were highly prioritized in my study than their novice colleagues. Tschannen-Moran et al. (1998) argue that novice teachers may be less aware of the problem under exploration than the more experienced colleagues. A range of teaching experiences helped me to obtain adequate first-hand information about the diverse challenges that the expansion plan generated in the course of its implementation. In my study, all names of schools are pseudonyms. Schools were synonymized as Republic (high performing), and Rift Valley (low performing).



TABLE 1 Demographic profile of the participants.
[image: Table showing variables and numbers. Gender: Male 8, Female 6. Subject taught: Science 6, Humanities and Social Sciences 8. Years of service: Less than 10 years 1, 10-14 years 7, 15-19 years 3, 20-24 years 2, 25 and above 1.]



3.2 Data collection

Typically, qualitative related studies focus on gathering a massive amount of data to further their better understanding of the phenomena under investigation (Best and Khan, 2006; Bordens and Abbott, 2008). A variety of instruments and methods are required to achieve this particular intention. Data related to beliefs and feelings around how the challenges emerged in the context of the secondary education policy enactment and implementation shaped teachers were gathered through one-to-one or individual interviews (IT).

I interviewed two school principals (i.e., one in each school) individually in order to get detailed information about themselves, their teachers, and their schools, particularly with regard to the policy implications. Literature (Cohen et al., 2011; Croker, 2009; Flick, 1998) points out that some participants are less comfortable with one-to-one interviews but feel happy and confident to share perspectives with others whom they are already familiar with. Focus group interviews with teachers were undertaken to enable participants’ similarities and differences in experiences (Soklaridis, 2009). According to Ary et al. (2010), group interviews are more socially oriented as compared to individual interviews. When a participant listens to others, he or she can able to form his or her own beliefs. Thus, focus group interviews are helpful because they bring several different viewpoints into contact (Ivankova and Creswell, 2009).

Consensus about the exactly number of participants required to make a coherent group that can provide rich data or information is not yet reached between and among researchers (Basit, 2010; Bryman, 2012; Cohen et al., 2011). In my study, however, a single group consisted of six teachers. Of the six, three were science teachers and the other three were humanities and social science teachers. Again, out of six, three were male teachers and the other three were female teachers. Thus, there were two focus group conversations (i.e., one from each school). Consent forms were distributed to the teachers for them to decide whether they would participate in my study or not. As with individual interviews, only teachers who returned a signed consent form had the opportunity to engage in focus groups. However, school principals were not part and parcel of participants in the focus groups. The category of humanities and social science teachers involved those who taught either Geography, English, Kiswahili, History or Civics subjects. Those categorised as science teachers were those who influenced teaching and learning in subjects such as Biology, Physics, Chemistry, and Mathematics.

All interview items or questions were typically open-ended and were designed to reveal what was important to understand about the study phenomena (Wellington, 2008). Probing strategies were, however, employed depending on the responses from the participants. I provided the participants with opportunities to freely express and or respond to the questions in their own words either at length or briefly. Leading questions were avoided and reconstruction of ideas. Some of the interview questions that participants were asked include: What are the current challenges facing you as teachers? How these affect your teaching profession? How would you describe the teaching and learning environment in your school? How do these affect you? These questions sought to gain insights into the participants’ feelings in relation to the implementation of the expansion policy. However, before embarking on actual study, interview questions were piloted to identify awkward items and determine interviewing duration (Basit, 2010).

I was aware that some interviewees might be unwilling to share information or might even provide false information (Silverman, 2000). To address this, a short introductory meeting was conducted so as to develop trust, reduce social distance, and build mutual understanding (Cohen et al., 2011; MacMillan and Schumacher, 2010). The duration of individual and focus group interviews ranged from 1 h to 2 h, respectively. All interviews were digitally recorded subject to the participants’ consent. This not only helped me to remain focused, but it also provided a verbatim record of the responses. The interview transcripts were then shared with the participants in order to determine the accuracy of gathered data. This process provided an opportunity for the participants to add and clarify any ambiguities (Wellington, 2008).

Evidence suggests that secondary sources or documents enhance the quality of interview gathered data as they provide good descriptive information (Bryman, 2012; Hancock and Algozzine, 2006; De Vos et al., 2005). My study analysed the government document, especially the secondary education development plan. This practice helped me to gain insights into how the expansion policy promises and its implementation strategies influenced teachers to develop their own identities. The evaluation about the authenticity of the document before the analysis process is undertaken is important for ensuring that the gathered information is valid (Basit, 2010). I was aware that the education sector in Tanzania has a number of policies targeting different individuals. For this reason, only the secondary education development policy was analysed. A particular focus was placed on understanding the policy promises and practices in terms of promoting teachers’ professional lives for them to teach effectively and efficiently. These factors influenced the ways in which interview questions were developed.



3.3 Data analysis

The gathered data were organized so that they became easily retrievable. My data were thematically analyzed by using six steps developed by Braun and Clarke (2006). Prior to actual analysis, the interview data were transcribed. To achieve this, I repeatedly listened to audiotapes. More specifically, I listened what the participant say including their inner voice while taking into account their nonverbal cues (Seidman, 2006). Words were transcribed directly to avoid any potential bias that might occur with summarizing. I did not attempt to change phrases or words to make them grammatically correct as it could compromise the meaning of what participants said (Ary et al., 2010). In this process, I also stripped identifiable information so as to ensure confidentiality. Once transcription has been made, I continued to read and re-read the data for reflection and familiarization purposes. As I familiarized myself with the data, I wrote notes or memos (reflective log) to capture my thoughts as they occurred. The memos were written in the margins of the transcripts implying key ideas (De Vos et al., 2005). I then reviewed all the notes in the margin and made a complete list of the different type of emerged information.

After data familiarization, I generated initial codes. Phrases, words, sentences, and behaviour patterns that seemed to occur regularly were identified or sorted out. New understanding emerged as I continued to code the data, thus necessitating changes in the original transcripts. The developed codes were labeled (i.e., related phenomena were assigned same names) in order to recognize similarities and differences in the data. A deliberate attempt was undertaken to make a list of all code words. Similar codes were grouped and I then looked for redundant codes. This initial coding resulted in the development of tentative categories or initial themes. Highlighters were used to indicate which colours of codes were linked with which categories.

The emerged themes were then reviewed to see if they related to dataset and code extracts. To do this, I went back to the original transcripts or dataset to identify further areas not coded so that they are fixed into the developed categories or themes (Ary et al., 2010; Basit, 2010). Too much overlapping between and among themes was avoided. Thereafter, the themes were given specific label or names to differentiate one another. Analytical narratives and data extracts or quotations to inform the findings were then weaved together before plausible explanation and sense making were undertaken (De Vos et al., 2005).




4 Findings

As previously noted, once transcription was undertaken, I searched for relationships and patterns between and among codes until a holistic picture emerged. I then critically examined the data (i.e., reading interview transcripts line by line) and categorized them. As I continued to familiarize with the data, I generated and developed themes. Three major themes emerged as a result of this analysis: perceived loss of teaching aptitude, apathy towards teaching, and undermined status of teaching. Attending in-service training, inability to teach outside their expertise, inadequate time to prepare their teaching lessons, feeling intellectually successful, and using learners as resources to develop professionally were attributes of the first theme. The second theme (apathy towards teaching) was made up of phrases such as engaging in alcoholism, lacking of self-motivation, and developing habits of absenteeism. The identified terms for the third theme, “Undermined social status of teaching” include perceived loss of respect, the sense of isolated, as well as feeling professionally unhappy and overlooked. These issues will be illustrated below.


4.1 Perceived loss of teaching aptitude

There was a varied perspectives and experiences between and among participants about the extent to which the secondary education expansion plan associated challenges affected them as teaching professionals. In their interviews, teachers were anxious that they were inadequately prepared to implement various changes initiated in the school curriculum. While some teachers declared that they had opportunities to participate in one or two in-service training programmes, others were concerned that they lacked such opportunities. Three teachers who had the opportunity to these programmes shared their insights that the programmes helped them “feel successful” in their teaching practices. One participant commented: “I was able to attend in-service training seminars only once. In this seminar we learned how to develop teaching resources. In that seminar, we used an empty plastic water bottle as a funnel or beaker. Now, if you go to our school laboratory you will see that the apparatuses, we have there are of the plastic materials which I improvised myself” (Biology Teacher, Republic School, FG #1). However, teachers who lacked in-service training opportunities “felt incompetent” in their teaching subjects.

Two out of 12 teachers were bothered that the government increased the number of secondary schools without having a corresponding target to increase teacher numbers. The experience from two teachers at Rift Valley School mentioned that initially their school had only three teaching staff personnel with 600 students. The few teachers available in these schools taught only subjects of their specialization while leaving quite a number of others untaught. These teachers associated poor student performance trends with teacher shortage. One of the teachers stated, “Since the school had only three teachers, those teachers were being overworked and they were usually very tired. This is because the same teacher would be required to teach, deal with students’ discipline, and work as a head of department” (Physics Teacher, Rift Valley School, FG #2). Nine out of 12 teachers were anxious that because of high workload, they lacked adequate time to prepare their lessons. One participant concluded, “Teachers of this category lost their confidence in teaching and subsequently labelled by their students as intellectually ineffective” (Principal #2, IT4).

While some teachers believed that the shortage of teachers adversely impacted on their mastery of teaching, others place their concern on teaching and learning materials. One of the teachers maintained that their roles are to guide the learners by giving them direction of what to learn. With this logic, then the teachers expressed that the lack of a library and books in the new established schools prevented them from using learners as sources of knowledge. For this reason, teachers continued to assume a traditional role of the pedagogy by being sources of knowledge because students had nowhere to go to look for new ideas to be shared during classroom teaching and learning. The resource shortcomings prompted teachers to use more effort in trying to explain theoretically to the students how such materials look like and how they are used. Six out of 12 teachers were worried that once these students fail to demonstrate how to use those materials, particularly after completion of their studies, it is the teacher who taught them who will be blamed and categorized as incompetent in his or her job.



4.2 Apathy towards teaching

The government promised in the expansion policy that it would construct adequate houses for teachers in all new schools. Findings, however, revealed that in the construction of new schools very little attention was placed on the teachers’ settlements. The scarcity of houses prompted teachers to rent houses or rooms off school premises. Teachers claimed that renting houses off school premises was a challenge to them because sometimes students from far away villages rented rooms in the same house in which these teachers lived. The school principals made it clear that since teachers lived very far away from their schools, it was impossible for them to carry a load of students’ exercise books home to mark. One of the participants raised this concern: “Given this impossibility, even if the teacher is enthusiastic to perform their roles beyond the school context, he or she may resort to engage in alcoholism, therefore adding further to a mockery of the teaching profession” (Principal #2, IT4).

The school principals were asked to provide their own perceptions about the government’s initiative to recruit many school graduates to enter the teaching profession. Although some principals acknowledged that this initiative helped to reduce teacher shortage, they were concerned that these teachers were not self-motivated to teach until they were pushed to do so. One participant complained: “According to teaching profession regulations, unless the teacher is on leave, he/she has to regularly attend to school. But since teachers disregard this, that is why today, as we are here talking, you see me alone” (Principal #1, IT1).

It was also observed that teachers felt overlooked, especially in terms of promotion. The participants pointed out that the delay in implementing promotion and salary advancement during the policy enactment induced the habits of absenteeism to some teachers. Teachers used promotion related issues and lack of salary increase as pretexts for leaving school early to engage in other activities aimed at generating income to make ends meet. While some teachers in urban schools were reported as working in small businesses, their fellow teachers in rural schools engaged in agriculture. Definitely, teachers’ engagement in these tasks would have raised questions within their own communities: were they teachers, agriculturalists, or business people? This would result in social ridicule of the teaching profession.



4.3 Undermined social status of teaching

The school principals and teachers were of the perspective that their value as teaching profession was lost because of the government’s limited attention on creating friendly environment for them to perform their roles effectively and efficiently. It was evident from the teachers that in the construction of new schools much of the focus of the government, and of the community in particular, was placed more on meeting the needs of students than of teachers. Four out of 12 teachers commented that the first priority in schools’ physical construction was how many classrooms were to be built and not where teachers would work.

Two teachers were, however, anxious about the condition of these spaces because they lacked lined ceilings. Most notably this resulted in noise interference from nearby classrooms, especially when classes were in progress. This concern was reported as one of the disrupting teaching preparation factors, because teachers lost concentration. One participant concurred with this view, commenting: “As you see, the school principal’s office is not yet completed in its construction. There is no ceiling between classrooms and my office, it is not possible to have decent conversation above the noise. Sometimes I feel bad and do not see where is my respect as the school principal is” (Principal #2, IT4).

In the course of the expansion policy implementation, the government employed a number of teachers to teach the newly built schools. In order to ensure that teachers perform their roles appropriately, the government promised that it would meet their professional needs such as in-service training and promotion. This government’s promise, particularly in relation to promotion and salary advancement was not adequately implemented. Promotion issues and salary increase did not only lead teachers to engage in unethical matters, but they also resulted in them feel isolated. One of the social and humanities teachers was anxious that these ethical scandals of teachers have been “painting a bad picture of the teaching profession as a whole in the wider community” (History Teacher, Rift Valley School, FG #2).

The expansion plan stipulates that on average the promotion for teachers should be undertaken in every 3 years. It was, however, reported that while promotion for some teachers was being put into effect within 3 years, some teachers had not been promoted for more than 5 years. Teachers frequently made reference to their perspective that civil servants in other sectors were promoted and paid timely. As a result, a number of participants claimed that the time lag or interval between promotion and salary increases prompted teachers to develop a view that they were “overlooked” or “segregated”. It was evident from the participants that promotion and salary improvement concerns contributed to the profession of teaching losing its importance, and reputation both within and beyond the profession. Three out of 16 teachers claimed that whereas people from medicine and engineering are proud to be identified in such professions, other people are not happy to be associated with teaching profession because of inadequate respect it receives.




5 Discussion

The working conditions in which the expansion plan was implemented generated a range of negative sentiments in terms of how teachers evaluate themselves as professionals. These feelings suggest that some teachers were not really professionals in the sense that they do not actually understand what it means to be a teacher. If they were professionals, these teachers would not develop negative attitudes towards teaching and use promotion and salary advancement related issues as pretext for them to engage in unethical scandals. Ayechew Ayenalem et al. (2023) in their study found that the lack of proper supervision and training on ethics contributed to Ethiopian teachers to behave unprofessionally and thereby impact on the perceptions of teaching in the society. The question about whether or not teachers in Tanzania are adequately prepared to behave as moral professionals remains unanswered. Wang et al. (2021) claim that since teachers’ unethical behaviours affect students’ psychological well-being and learning, prevention should start in pre-service teacher education.

Scholarly literature (Arthur et al., 2017; Suar, 2014) argues that teachers who lack knowledge and skills about certain professional conduct are likely to engage in unethical matters as compared to colleagues who possess such competences. These teachers may further cause the teaching profession lose its status to the wider society. Findings revealed that teachers interviewed anticipated that the government and community would respect them as teachers. There was also a suggestion that at least some teachers desired or wanted respect, sense of privilege, and entitlement without having to earn it. On the basis of this, one can conclude that a number of teachers who took part in this study were often extrinsically motivated. Evidence indicates that teachers who extrinsically motivated always feel disenchanted with their occupation and consequently may decide to leave the profession (Paredes-Aguirre et al., 2022; Tomšik, 2016; Zheng et al., 2021). Apropos to this, the inadequate nature of the secondary education expansion policy resulted in teachers feeling less capable in performing their teaching tasks. In other words, these teachers felt constrained in relation to their aptitude to exercise judgment.

Teachers expected the expansion policy to meet all their professional needs for them to teach effectively and efficiently. The government was, however, overwhelmed with a number of responsibilities to address within and beyond the policy. These teachers compared the situation before and after the enactment and implementation of the expansion plan. Prior to the policy enactment, for example, the government was somewhat able provide teachers with house facilities within their schools and promote them and pay salary advancement timely. This seldom happened when the expansion policy was underway. In most cases, the expansion of secondary education sector was supported by foreign grants with a particular focus on enhancing student learning. These teachers did recognize that transition in countries with poor economic development takes place slowly due to limited financial resources. As a result of this, teachers rarely demonstrated the sense of tolerance in their workplaces. Findings, therefore, suggest that teachers were not equipped enough to become enthusiastic and creative in supporting the government’s endeavours. Policy-makers in Tanzania paid little attention, particularly in understanding that any educational reform influences teachers’ identities which subsequently influence numerous aspects of their professional lives (Jiang et al., 2021; Liu and Trent, 2023).

The comparison between teaching and other professions such as medicine and engineering that some teachers made raise doubt about their enthusiasm to remain in their occupation. Ishumi (2013) argues that the teaching occupation has not often and everywhere enjoyed similar level of social standing as compared to other professions. These individuals absolutely compare teaching with other professions in terms of salaries or financial gains. A perceived lack of fringe benefits and low salaries are some of the factors which contribute to the teaching to be regarded as the less respected profession. This negative perception makes the profession unattractive to many secondary school graduates. Changing people’s attitude in terms of valuing certain professions by reflecting on financial gain would help to enhance the teaching professionalism.



6 Conclusion

Since teachers are the key implementers of educational reforms, adequate preparation and involvement in policy development are warranted. Teachers who are not involved in adopting, enacting, and implementing reforms would not regard the reforms as theirs. In other words, the lack of involvement reduces the sense of policy ownership. The teachers’ and school principals’ perspectives and experiences suggest that they were not involved from the grassroots, especially during the adoption and enactment of the policy. Deliberate attempt should be made to promote the sense of resilience and perseverance between and among teachers, particularly in dealing with various policy related challenges. These habits need to be developed from their pre-service teacher education. A range of in-service teacher education inside and outside school would also facilitate teachers to act professionally. Findings indicate that school principals rarely supervised their teachers. These principals would not appropriately supervise their colleagues if they themselves were inadequately prepared. Strategies geared towards rewarding teaching excellence are mandatory not only for teachers, but also student success attainment.



7 Limitations and direction for future research

This study was limited to school principals and teachers due to my own understanding that the sense of identity is constructed from one’s perspective and thus they cannot be expressed or elucidated by others. The adopted qualitative inquiry and a few participants in involved in the study did not guarantee for the generalizability of the findings. Teacher identity is a construct which can be measured. Therefore, alongside interviews, other researchers may use surveys or questionnaires to measure the degree of teacher identity during the policy enactment and implementation trajectory and thereafter generalize the findings. Since the implication of the expansion policy is reflected in student learning achievement, it would also be significant to explore students’ perspectives and experiences on how this policy affected them as learners. This would provide the government with an opportunity to devise strategies that would enhance the quality of learning. Although the expansion policy was implemented by a joint effort between the government and the community, the latter were not engaged in my research. Understanding the challenges that compromised the local communities to work collaboratively with schools to effectively support the policy implementation is an inevitable endeavour. Data gathered from these local communities would help the government to develop various courses of actions to enlist or influence more parental and community participation in improving the professional lives of teachers. There is also a need to gain more insights into how teachers’ sense of entitlement, respect, and recognition shape and reshape their ability to make a difference in their classroom teaching practices when the policy was underway.
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Today, educators experience complicated challenges in their job. The stress and burnout of educators has turned into a growing concern. In recent years, the challenges have been increased by the COVID-19 epidemic, and educators have been forced to use virtual methods for education in this situation. Under these conditions, the flexibility and resilience of educators can help people mostly in adaptability, increasing tolerance and optimal use of conditions for better learning. The present study is aimed to analyze the resilience of educators during the COVID-19 pandemic in Iran’s agricultural higher education system. The statistical population of the study were 3,640 educators of agricultural faculties of state universities (N = 3,640). Using the Krejcie and Morgan’s table and stratified random sampling with proportional assignment 347 educators were selected as the sample (n = 347). The data collection instrument was a researcher-made questionnaire whose validity was verified by calculating average variance extracted (AVE) and its reliability was confirmed by calculating Cronbach’s alpha and composite reliability (CR). The collected data were analyzed using structural equation modeling and Smart PLS3.3.9 software. It was found that four investigated factors, motivational-emotional, technical skill, social, and supportive factors had positive and significant relationship with the resilience behavior of educators. Among them, motivational-emotional factors had the highest effect on the educators’ resilient behavior. Based on the findings of the research, practical recommendations have been presented to enhance the educators’ resilient behavior.
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Introduction

In March 2020, the COVID-19 pandemic affected countries globally. COVID-19 is a pandemic that has severely affected human life and the global economy. This virus has spread in more than 213 countries and regions and has infected more than 695.7 million people and resulting in the death of more than 6.91 million people by October 2023 (Worldometer, 2023). This disease not only challenged the progress related to health care, but also led into disruptions in the traditional education process in educational systems, including the face-to-face higher education system, due to the need for social distancing (Mestry, 2023). Nearly 1.7 billion learners in more than 200 countries were at the risk of the COVID-19 pandemic, making it the largest disruption to education systems in human history. According to the United Nations Department of Economic and Social Affairs (2020), at the onset of the COVID-19 pandemic, schools and universities worldwide were closed for 87% of enrolled students and for more than 60 million teachers and academics (Mestry, 2023). Also, according to the UNESCO report, the corona virus affected about 81 million students in the higher education system globally. The closure of schools and universities, as well as high social and economic costs for individuals and societies, has also brought adverse consequences for learners and educators. One of its most important outcomes is the disruption in the learning process, which has resulted into the lack of access of learners to growth and development opportunities (UNESCO, 2020). In Iran, 90% of the population of educators and students of higher education were affected by this crisis at the beginning of this disease, and it was increasing with the spread of the COVID-19 and put the lives of all people at the risk (Biriya, 2022). One of the higher education sectors that has been highly affected by the pandemic is the higher education system in agriculture field. The agricultural higher education system in Iran contains universities affiliated to the Ministry of Science, Research and Technology, Payam-e Noor University, University of Applied Science and Technology, Vocational/Polytechnic University, non-governmental higher education institutions and universities and higher education institutions affiliated to other institutions. There are 501 higher education institutes for agriculture and natural resources in Iran. Also, 220 fields of higher education in agriculture and natural resources at the associate level, 175 fields at the discrete bachelor’s, 398 fields at the bachelor level, 225 fields at the discrete master’s and 128 fields with the doctorate degree are presented in these institutes. Also, the total number of majors in Iran’s agriculture and natural resources higher education system is 4,071 (Higher Education Development Office, 2023). Based on its experimental and practical nature, this educational system is obliged to simulate the learning environment with the real world in order to provide in-depth and high-quality education to the learners in accordance with the needs of the society. With the prevalence of the coronavirus disease in Iran, educational systems showed high tendency toward virtual education in order to continue teaching and learning (Verawardina et al., 2020). As one of the important elements of educational systems, educators were required to use of digital tools that support e-learning as a part of the crisis response protocol to persist learning (Bozkurt and Sharma, 2020; Thompson and Copeland, 2020), while from the beginning, they did not like virtual education and most of them did not receive enough training in this field. Although the universities attempted to support their educators and educate them in this area, these trainings were not comprehensive and were mostly aimed at people who were interested in e-learning. Under such emergency conditions, educators face emotional and psychological confusion while teaching (Crompton et al., 2021). Feeling isolated due to being away from colleagues is another psychological impact of these conditions (Trikoilis and Papanastasiou, 2020). Several factors show that educators showed increased burnout during the pandemic (Zamarro et al., 2022; Mestry, 2023). The need for support in every aspect of the teaching world is crucial for the success and longevity of an educators (Samadi, 2020).

The review of literature shows that there is much focus on resilience as one of the factors that mitigate the effects of the COVID-19 pandemic (Treviño et al., 2020), because higher resilience is associated with the use of healthy coping strategies, greater subjective well-being, and fewer symptoms of mental illness (Zhang et al., 2020; Finstad et al., 2021; Gundogan, 2021; Li et al., 2021; Verdolini et al., 2021). A review of the resilience literature shows several definitions for educators’ resilience, but a definition that includes almost the main components of different definitions defines educator’s resilience as a process of the capacity of positive adaptation and continuous professional commitment and growth in challenging contexts (Beltman and Mansfield, 2018). The results of the research by Giovannini et al. (2020) showed that in a resilient society, not only people are important, but also the support of institutions, suitable formulated policies, social ties, etc. are of great importance for success. In a study done by Bartusevičienė et al. (2021), the perception of students and professors regarding the change from traditional education to online learning during the COVID-19 was examined, and it was stated that resilience depends on the availability of resources, continuous professional development, continuous communication with educators and learners, support networks, adaptation and establishment of knowledge base. Sánchez Ruiz et al. (2021) analyzed the students’ perception of the educational resilience of a university and showed that blended learning methods facilitate the resilience of the university and enhance the quality of learning. In systems in which blended learning was practiced before the start of the pandemic, resilience and adaptability were greater based on the opinion of learners. In a study, Pokhrel and Chhetri (2021) emphasized the role of e-learning tools, the view of educators and students, access challenges, affordability, and creative learning opportunities as factors influencing resilience. In previous studies, the relationship between resilience and psychological well-being, life satisfaction and positive affect has also been taken into consideration (Thajil and AL-Abrrow, 2023; Rodrigue et al., 2023; Nutini, 2023). The results of such studies are instructive, but more research is required to better understand the resilience of educators and the factors influencing it in the crisis of the COVID-19 pandemic (Zadok-Gurman et al., 2021). Therefore, this study aimed to investigate the resilience of agricultural educators during the COVID-19 pandemic. In this regard, this research attempted to analyze the resilient behavior of the educators of the agricultural higher education system based on the challenges related to the COVID-19 crisis, to examine the factors affecting it, and to propose the mechanisms to improve their resilient behavior.


Theoretical framework and research hypothesis

In the higher education system, educator and learner are two important human factors. Thus, educators play a significant role in the teaching and learning process. Normally, the duties of educators are effective teaching and research (Saadvandi et al., 2018; Devlin and Samarawickrema, 2022); but in critical situations like the COVID-19 disease, which changed the total educational system of the world and increased the use of the virtual education in the higher education institutes to continue teaching and learning, the duties of the teacher include effective social services besides effective teaching and research (Purba et al., 2022; Klusman et al., 2023). Under critical situations, in addition to making efforts to achieve educational and research goals, educators are responsible for their students and should monitor their mental and emotional conditions. Resilience, which is defined as the efficient recovery of educators’ strength and morale in case of difficulties, is closely related to a strong sense of self-efficacy and motivation for teaching. Therefore, it is necessary to identify various factors that influence this process for the occurrence of resilient behavior (Gu and Day, 2007; Raghunathan et al., 2022). In the context of resilience, we can talk about risk and protective factors. In this case we are talking about risk factors. In this sense, factors affecting teachers’ resilience behavior have been investigated in different fields. In these researches, various factors such as job stress, health promotion behavior, sleep disorder, social support, knowledge, intention to prepare, macro and physical ergonomics, attitude perceived severity, self-efficacy, response effectiveness, response cost, and subjective norms in determining protective behavior during natural disasters, which play an important role in influencing educators’ resilience behavior, have been identified. In our research, we used the resilience framework developed by van Breda (2018) and Mansfield (2012) to design the educator’s resilience behavior framework. In their study van Breda (2018) and Mansfield (2012) believe that adversity evoke resilience as a process. As a process resilience is affected by some adversities. Conceptually, resilience is a process that leads to an outcome. Adapted from the mentioned framework Han (2019) suggests four dimensions of teacher resilience and those being emotional, motivational, social and profession-related. Each of these dimensions has various aspects. According to the information presented, we have formulated four research hypotheses to further explore the dimensions of educator resilience. These hypotheses are designed to investigate the relationships between various factors and the resilience behavior of educators. The following section will detail these hypotheses and the rationale behind each.

 Hypothesis 1: There is a positive relationship between motivational-emotional factors and educator’s resilience behavior.



One of the most important factors in learning is educators’ motivation to teach (Han, 2019). This motivation becomes crucial in unusual conditions, such as during the COVID-19 pandemic, when the teaching process is disrupted by stress, tension, and lack of self-confidence. In such scenarios, motivation can help educators overcome these challenges. A lack of motivation and excitement among educators disrupts the teaching process in virtual environments. Therefore, higher motivation in teachers leads to better teaching and learning quality.

To further explore this relationship, our study examines motivational-emotional factors, which refer to the psychological resilience and emotional intelligence that educators need to effectively navigate and thrive in virtual learning environments. These factors include adaptability, self-confidence, motivation, conflict resolution, and the ability to address the emotional and attitudinal needs of learners. Such competencies are essential for fostering a supportive and effective educational experience, particularly during the challenges posed by the COVID-19 pandemic.


Hypothesis 2: There is a positive relationship between technical-skill factors and educator’s resilience behavior.
 

Educators are key elements in the development of inclusive education processes (Carew et al., 2019; Sharma et al., 2021). In addition to soft skills, hard skills are also crucial in the educational actions of educators. The COVID-19 pandemic has rapidly changed the education system, making Online Distance Learning (ODL) and Emergency Distance Learning (EDL) the norm, while traditional classroom teaching has become less common. Consequently, educators had to adapt to these technological changes and their impact on the teaching process.

To effectively adapt to the technological changes brought about by the pandemic, educators need to have positive attitudes toward technology, a willingness to learn, and the necessary skills to become qualified educators. Technical-skill competence has been highlighted in several studies even before the pandemic (Kiers et al., 2022). During the COVID-19 era, having such skills significantly impacts educators’ resilience.

Furthermore, to expand the range of educational opportunities available to learners, educators must achieve and maintain a certain degree of technological competence. This competence enables them to perform daily tasks such as communicating effectively with learners and colleagues via software and applications, recording and uploading course files and projects, preparing multimedia and self-learning content, using simulated environments for teaching practical courses (e.g., videos and virtual laboratories), managing the virtual classroom space, and efficiently defending student theses and dissertations.

Research has consistently demonstrated a strong correlation between teachers’ technological proficiency and student outcomes. For instance, studies by Zadok-Gurman et al. (2021) and Ang et al. (2022) have shown that teachers with higher levels of technical skills are better equipped to deliver high-quality instruction in virtual environments, leading to improved student achievement. Additionally, previous studies have also considered the relationship between technical-skill factors and resilience (Fernandes et al., 2021; Li, 2023).

In this study, technical factors refer to the comprehensive set of skills and competencies that enable educators to effectively integrate and utilize technology in their teaching practices. This includes the ability to adapt to digital tools and platforms, create and share educational content, and facilitate interactive and engaging virtual learning environments. These competencies are crucial for maintaining resilience and delivering high-quality education, especially in the context of the rapid technological changes brought about by the COVID-19 pandemic.


Hypothesis 3: There is a positive relationship between social factors and educator’s resilience behavior.
 

Besides having skills, educators should also have social competence so that they can overcome the job stress caused by e-learning. Research findings indicate that the more educators’ subjectivity is based on having support and interacting with others, the more successful responses they show to psychological pressures and difficult situations (Ellis et al., 2020; Bernasco et al., 2021). In various studies, the relationship between social support and resilience has been mentioned (Permatasari et al., 2021; Koskela et al., 2020; Raghunathan et al., 2022).

Social factors in our study focus on the interactions and relationships that facilitate effective online learning environments. These factors emphasize the importance of meaningful interactions between educators and their colleagues, as well as between educators and learners. Social support within the educational community plays a crucial role in enhancing the virtual educational experience and fostering a collaborative and supportive learning environment.


Hypothesis 4: There is a positive relationship between supportive factors and educator’s resilience behavior.
 

Supporting educators includes all types of educational, psychological, emotional, supportive, and technical support. The educational support aims to help educators effectively teach e-learning courses in an educational environment. Educators need training and support to teach effectively by technology. They need more knowledge than the technical and operational aspects of using technology. The training and support of educators should definitely address how to use technology to improve learning and overall performance (Hepp et al., 2015). In addition to achieving basic skills and facilitating the easy use of technologies in the educational programs, it is required for educators to be aware of all available resources and policies set forth by the institution. Some of these resources include: library (especially databases and electronic document delivery services), technical support (education design, video/graphics production, help desk and software tools access), and providing extrinsic rewards such as salary, merit pay, and promotion of educators under the difficult conditions of electronic education. Furthermore, in online learning that occurs during crises similar to the COVID-19 pandemic, educators need more support facilities to promote the teaching process (Hikam, 2020). In previous studies, the relationship between supportive factors and resilience behavior has been examined (Priolo Filho et al., 2020; Li et al., 2021).

Family support plays a crucial role in enhancing resilience by providing a stable and supportive environment. Research has shown that caring and supportive relationships within the family can significantly bolster an individual’s resilience by creating a sense of love, trust, and encouragement (Theiss, 2018). Maintaining a peaceful home environment is particularly important for educators, as it helps them stay concentrated on their work and manage the stresses associated with online teaching.

Supporting factors in our study refer to the institutional and familial resources and assistance that enhance educators’ capabilities in online teaching. These include technical and hardware support, training, and resources provided by the university and family. Familial support, such as maintaining a peaceful home environment, is crucial for helping educators stay concentrated on their work. Such support mechanisms are essential for improving the quality of virtual education, ensuring effective assessments, and fostering a resilient educational environment.

As illustrated in Figure 1, the conceptual framework of the research shows that motivational-emotional, technical-skill, social, and supportive factors significantly influence the resilient behavior of educators. The resilient behavior of educators is further characterized by three key indicators: effective education, research, and social services.

[image: Diagram showing factors affecting resilience behavior in educators. On the left, motivational-emotional, technical-skill, social, and supportive factors lead to educators' resilience in the center. On the right, this resilience contributes to effective education, research, and social services. Arrows indicate flow between elements.]

FIGURE 1
 Conceptual framework of the research.





Research method

From the paradigmatic aspect the research is quantitative. It is non-experimental in terms of variables control and is applied in terms of purpose. In terms of the data analysis, it is descriptive, correlational and causal-relational which has done through survey method.


Statistical population, sample size and sampling method

The statistical population of the research includes 3,837 full-time faculty members in the agricultural faculties of Iran’s state universities. The sample size was estimated as 349 using Krejcie and Morgan’s table (Krejcie and Morgan, 1970), and finally 288 people completed the research questionnaires (return rate: 82.5%). To select research samples, the ranking of universities and state higher education institutions was used. Iran’s Ministry of Science, Research and Technology has ranked state universities and institutions of higher education in four levels of performance (international, national, regional and local) and in two comprehensive and specialized categories according to their main missions (Iran’s Ministry of Science Research and Technology, 2016). In order to select the samples, a stratified random method with proportional assignment was applied. Thus, the universities located in each of the international, national, regional and local levels were considered as the constituent classes of the statistical population, and from each class, a few universities (having faculty of agriculture) were randomly selected from each category of comprehensive and specialized for sample selection (Table 1).



TABLE 1 Leveling of universities and higher education institutions.
[image: Table showing a hierarchical structure of performance levels and central missions across international, national, regional, and local levels. Each level focuses on development and training, with categories of comprehensive and specialist. Population and sample data are provided for each category, with totals of 3,837 population and 349 sample. Source: Ministry of Science, Research and Technology (2016).]



Research instrument and data collection methods

Questionnaire was the main instrument of data collection. Research variables were measured using a five-point Likert scale from “very little = 1” to “very much = 5.” The various sections of the questionnaire include personal and professional factors, the resilient behavior of educators including effective education, effective research and effective social services, and the factors affecting the educators’ resilient behavior at the risk of the COVID-19 pandemic included motivational-emotional factors, technical-skill factors, social and supportive factors. In order to determine the validity of the research questionnaire, besides seeking opinions from experts (face validity), the average variance extracted (AVE) was applied to determine the degree of convergent validity. The reliability of the questionnaire was verified by calculating Cronbach’s alpha and composite reliability (CR). Table 2 shows the different sections of the questionnaire, the number of items in each section, and the values related to validity and reliability.



TABLE 2 Different sections of the questionnaire along with reliability and validity values.
[image: Table displaying variables with metrics: Resilience behavior (19 items, Cronbach’s alpha 0.78, AVE 0.81, CR 0.89), Motivational-emotional factors (6 items, 0.87, 0.60, 0.90), Technical-skill factors (4 items, 0.73, 0.55, 0.82), Social factors (2 items, 0.72, 0.67, 0.80), Supporting factors (6 items, 0.71, 0.60, 0.80).]

As shown in Table 2, the values of Cronbach’s alpha coefficients and composite reliability of all studied variables are higher than 0.7 and acceptable. Convergent validity also exists when AVE is greater than 0.5. As shown in the table, all the variables have good convergence.



Data analysis

In this study, percentage, mean and standard deviation statistics were applied to describe the variables using SPSS26 software and confirmatory factor analysis method with the partial least squares approach was used for hypothesis testing with Smart PLS3.3.9 software.




Results

Based on the results, the average age of the respondents was 45.70 with a standard deviation of 9.497. More than 3/4 of the respondents in this study (75.7%) were men. The majority of respondents were married (251 individuals, equivalent to 86.8 percent). The highest frequency is related to educators with experience less than or equal to 10 years (53.0%). Based on academic rank, nearly half of the educators were assistant professor (42.8%). Based on being infected with COVID-19, the results showed that a little more than half of the respondents were infected with COVID-19 (51.4%). More than half of the respondents (53.5%) have experienced the death of friends and relatives due to the COVID-19 disease.

According to another section of the results of the research, PowerPoint presentation has been used by educators more than other methods (63.2%). “Using simulation and model software” was also the least used method of online education. Based on the use of technology tools for online education, the results showed that creating groups in WhatsApp software was the highly applied task among different online education tools (45.5%). The results related to the existence of educational facilities in the place of residence of the educators indicated that the majority of them did not have access to the appropriate bandwidth to provide education and only 30.9% admitted that they had this facility. Examining the opinions of the respondents about the benefits of electronic education indicated that most of them believe that “management of teaching time and place” and mitigating commuting costs are among the important benefits of e-learning. The results of examining the views of the respondents regarding the disadvantages of electronic education demonstrated that most of them selected “lack of in-person communication with learners and other educators” as one of the disadvantages of e-learning. Regarding the continuation of e-learning after the quarantine period, it was found that the majority of respondents agreed with the use of electronic education after this period as “a substitute for the classroom in special conditions [air pollution, snowfall, etc. (68 percent) and 49 percent of the educators considered the use of electronic training as “a complement to in-person training” suitable]. However, most of the respondents did not agree with the replacement of this type of education as the main method of academic education and only 3.8% agreed with this method. Considering the strengths and weaknesses of virtual education, a total of 46.5% of the respondents chose the resumption of face-to-face education as a method of academic education in the post-corona era, and only 2% of educators selected e-learning.


Evaluation of measurement part of the model

This section of the findings is presented in order to evaluate the relationship between indicators and latent variables of the model. For this purpose, convergent and divergent validity was calculated and confirmatory factor analysis was used to verify the components and items proposed to measure each variable. Convergent validity was verified by calculating the average variance extracted (AVE), which was mentioned in the research methodology section. In order to evaluate the divergent validity, the HTMT criterion was used. Coefficients below 0.9 show acceptable divergence between variables (Table 3).



TABLE 3 Discriminant validity or HTMT ratios.
[image: Table displaying correlations between various factors: emotional motivational factors correlate with resilient behaviors (0.723), social factors (0.645), supportive factors (0.631), and technical skill factors (0.232). Resilient behaviors correlate with social factors (0.686), supportive factors (0.698), and technical skill factors (0.327). Social factors correlate with supportive factors (0.678) and technical skill factors (0.224). Supportive factors correlate with technical skill factors (0.229).]

In the following, in order to confirm the components and items proposed to measure different concepts and variables, the confirmatory factor analysis was used with the partial least squares approach using Smart PLS software. Therefore, the accuracy of the indicators or measures selected for each category was evaluated to see if the measures have adequate accuracy to measure their structure or not? Figure 2 shows the significant values of the analysis model of the educators’ resilience in the agricultural higher education system during the COVID-19 pandemic in the standard estimation mode. Figure 3 indicates the t-values for the factors of each structure and Table 4 shows both of the obtained values for this model. As shown, all the factors have factor loading values higher than 0.5 and significant. According to these interpretations, it can be stated that the measurement model is homogeneous and the reliability of the indicator or measures is supported. It should be noted that a significant level of 1% was obtained for all factors.

[image: Diagram illustrating factors influencing resilient behaviors. Factors include Technical Skill (blue), Social (red), Emotional Motivational (orange), and Supportive (green) with connected variables. Paths lead to Resilient Behaviors (purple), impacting Mean Effective Education and Research. Each factor has specific variables with associated numerical values indicating their influence.]

FIGURE 2
 Values of factor loadings coefficients between research variables.


[image: Diagram showing factors influencing resilient behaviors. Technical Skill Factors, Emotional Motivational Factors, Social Factors, and Supportive Factors connect to Resilient Behaviors. Resilient Behaviors lead to Mean Effective Education and Mean Effective Research. Each factor includes numerical values.]

FIGURE 3
 T-values between research variables.




TABLE 4 Factor loadings and t-values for the indicators of each variable in the educators’ resilience model in the agricultural higher education system.
[image: Table showing various factors influencing e-learning, divided into categories: Resilience behavior, Motivational emotional factors, Technical skill factors, Social factors, and Supporting factors. Each category lists specific indicators and their associated icons within a model, along with corresponding factor loadings and t-values. The data emphasizes the importance of educational adaptability, technical skills, social interaction, and institutional support in virtual learning environments.]



Evaluation of the whole model

In this section, to analyze the resilient behavior of educators in the higher education system, the quality of the selected structural model was evaluated using the coefficient of determination (R2), effect size fit index (F2), Steven-Geisser index (Q2) and goodness of fit index (GOF) (Table 5). The R2 value is about the endogenous variables of the model, which shows the influence of an exogenous variable on an endogenous variable as a criterion for weak, medium and strong values. Effective education and effective research are three endogenous variables that have been confirmed as the resilient behavior of educators. The coefficient of determination R2 for this variable is estimated as 0.514, which is moderately strong and indicates a good fit of the model. The F2 effect size fit index, which is used for exogenous variables, was calculated as 0.126 for four motivational-emotional, technical-skill, social and support variables and has a moderate predictive power. The fit index of the structural model Q2 determines the predictive power of the model in endogenous structures. If this value is positive, it shows that the fit of the model is good and the model has good predictive power. Q2 for this model is estimated at 0.374, which indicates the good fit of the model and the appropriate predictive power (Table 5).



TABLE 5 Linear effect of research variables to test general research hypotheses.
[image: Table displaying linear effects of various factors on resilience behavior. Each factor shows Beta, t-values, significance (Sig), and acceptance result. Resilience behavior through effective education and research shows high Beta values of 0.939 and 0.861, respectively. Motivational emotional factors have a Beta of 0.382, technical skill factors have 0.125, social factors have 0.18, and supporting factors have 0.264. All factors are significant with Sig 0.00 and are accepted. The table also includes R-squared value of 0.514, f-squared of 0.126, and Q-squared of 0.374.]

To estimate the total fit of the model, the indicators in Table 6 were used. The values of the squared Euclidean distance (d-ULS) and geodesic distance (d-G) indices were significant at the 0.05 level, which indicates that the model estimation was performed efficiently. The SRMR value is equal to 0.010, which indicates the measurement error in the good fit correlation matrix.



TABLE 6 Fit indices of the resilient behavior model of educators in the higher agricultural education system.
[image: Table comparing fit indices with proposed and estimated values. For SRMR, proposed is greater than 0.1 and estimated is 0.092. For d-ULS, proposed is greater than 0.05 and estimated is 1.79. For d-G, proposed is greater than 0.05 and estimated is 0.67. For NFI, proposed is greater than 0.80 and estimated is 0.83.]

The goodness of fit index (GOF) is another index that is used to measure the fit of the model and its generalizability to society. This index indicates the overall fit of the model and is calculated from the following equation:

[image: Mathematical expression for goodness of fit (GOF) as the square root of the product of Community and R squared.]

As shown in Table 7, the value of this index for the variable of educators’ resilient behavior is 0.32. Compared to the 0.01, 0.15 and 0.36 values recommended by Kline (2016) as a criterion for weak, medium and strong values, it can be concluded that the goodness model has an appropriate and suitable fit and can be generalized to the research population.



TABLE 7 Evaluation index and structural model fit of the research.
[image: Table displaying values for "Resilient behavior" with columns: R-squared (0.514), Q-squared (communality) (0.374), and GOF (0.32).]




Discussion

With the outbreak of the COVID-19 disease in Iran, the higher education system of this country changed from a traditional system to a virtual education environment. This environment was unknown to many educational authorities and learners. Under this condition, the higher education system was required to promote teaching and learning in the virtual space. According to the results, 51.4% of agricultural educators in Iran were infected with the COVID-19. In addition, the rate of infection of family, relatives and friends, and death due to this disease in the family of educators, and the death of friends and relatives of educators were 45.1, 41.1, 30.9 and 53.5%, respectively, so this showed that to what extent agricultural educators were affected by the COVID-19 disease in Iran. Educators play an important role in the learning process of learners and act as one of the most important components of attaining the goal of education during crisis. In order to realize education in crisis conditions, educators consider new roles such as enhancing self-efficacy and self-confidence, identifying and selecting virtual education policies, and the ability to adapt in different environments. In order to fulfill such roles, educators should be resilient in case of crisis (Newman and Dale, 2005; Edmeade and Buzinde, 2021; Edmeade and Buzinde, 2021).

In this study, the level of resilience of educators in facing the conditions caused by the outbreak of the COVID-19 disease was investigated in the three dimensions of education, research and effective social services and the related effective factors. Effective education and research during the Coronavirus pandemic in the context of electronic teaching is an education during which the teacher can create interaction between self-understanding, comprehensive understanding and perceiving the conditions caused by the epidemic in the online education environment. The factors affecting the resilient behavior of educators during the COVID-19 disease crisis were investigated and measured in the form of four motivational-emotional, technical-skill, social, and supportive factors. There is a positive and significant relationship between motivational-emotional factors and educators’ resilience behavior. In other words, the more motivated the educators, the higher their resiliency. This result is consistent with previous findings (Ang et al., 2022; Naidu, 2021; Bozkurt, 2022). Resilient people have mental health, sense of self-improvement, high motivation, emotional control and higher self-confidence, and are less exposed to risky and uncontrolled behaviors. Under the conditions caused by the COVID-19, even people who were completely healthy could not use their abilities due to the dominance of impacts related to health and mental health.

The COVID-19 pandemic necessitated a rapid shift to remote learning, demanding a new set of skills from educators. To effectively facilitate online learning, teachers required a robust skill set that extended beyond traditional pedagogical methods. Adequate ability and skill to improve the learning process in the virtual platform, in addition to teaching skills, is referred to the ability to work in the online environment and with software, which educators should have this capability. The results of this research showed that there is positive and significant relationship between technical-skill factors and educators’ resilient behavior. This result is consistent with the results of previous studies (Zadok-Gurman et al., 2021; Ang et al., 2022). Due to the rapid spread of the Corona virus, educators that have more skills for working in virtual environment had more resilience behavior. Technology competency enable educators to be more efficient in performing their daily tasks such as communicating effectively with learners and co-workers through software and applications, recording and uploading lesson files and projects, correct management of the virtual classroom space, and learners’ defending thesis sessions. Technical-skill factors are one of the factors that their strengthening can bring better results in the future in the resilient behavior of educators in accordance with their competencies.

According to another part of the research results, there is a positive and significant relationship between social factors and educators’ resilient behavior. This finding is in line with previous findings (Permatasari et al., 2021; Dändliker et al., 2022). Research findings (Mengistie, 2021) indicate that the more educators know that they are supported and interacting with others, the more successful responses they show to psychological pressures and difficult situations. It can also be stated that the perceived social support (peers, co-workers, family and educators) plays an important role in improving their resilience (Beltman et al., 2011; Liu and Chu, 2022; Li, 2023). Based on the results, there is a positive and significant relationship between supportive factors and educators’ resilient behavior. The results of previous findings (Priolo Filho et al., 2020; Keener et al., 2021) confirm this research finding. A part of the created values is related to promoting the adaptation of the educational system to electronic education, reducing errors, enhancing the effectiveness of education, increasing synergy and finally, the formation of a culture that supports the effective application of new technologies in education. Due to the sudden emergence of e-learning, the presence of an efficient and effective support team is useful and reduces the stress and anxiety of educators to a great extent. Providing equipment and technical training to improve ICT in universities, educators and learners, for better performing virtual and online education during widespread crises, is one of the supports presented by the universities. According to Vrasidas (2015), just having the resources does not imply that ICT can be easily implemented but there needs to be the presence of other supportive factors such as staff readiness (Vrasidas, 2015). The required strategies in universities and research centers to conduct related researches are to present suitable solutions in dealing with such difficult Corona conditions.



Conclusion

Since educators play a crucial role in the learning process of learners, they are considered as one of the most fundamental factors of the realization of education during crisis. Resilience is referred to the ability to absorb shocks combined with positive adaptation and transforming structures into facilities for facing changes in the long term, and people with such characteristics have resilient behavior. Based on the results obtained from research in the academic field, education and research are important indicators of resilient behavior among educators, and many factors affect these indicators, but motivational-emotional, technical-skill, social and supportive factors are effective factors on these indicators that were investigated and measured in this study. Among the influencing factors on educators’ resilient behavior, motivational-emotional factors were significant in structural equations and had the highest effect. Mental and physical health increases the potential of the educator and protects the teacher in stressful and challenging situations, but technical-skill factors had lowest effect than other factors.


Limitations

Despite the important results obtained in this study, the generalization of the results of this research has some limitations. First, this research was conducted among some of agricultural educators, and generalization of the data should be done cautiously. On the other hand, the statistical population of this research were educators in the agricultural sector, which can have useful results for other researchers in other disciplines, but the results of this study can be similar or contrary to the results of similar research among educators in other fields. In addition, it should be mentioned that the factors contributing to educators’ resilience are thematic, as they relate to the specific adversities and do not affect educators’ resilience to another type of adversities. Also, the authors believe that considering that this research was conducted during Coronavirus disease and the respondents completed the electronic questionnaire, this may not have real answers in some cases.



Future directions

In this study, it was attempted to identify some of the most important factors that affect the educators’ resilience in the agricultural higher education system during the Corona outbreak. According to the data gaps in this research, one of the topics that can be examined in the future is the identification of other factors affecting resilience. Also, other researchers can investigate the impact of the factors identified in this research among the educators of other educational institutes. In addition, identifying mechanisms for the greater impact of the factors identified in this research on the resilience of educators is another important issue that can be studied by researchers in the future.
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For the first time, Lithuania has faced such a flow of refugee families with children, and it is natural that until now there is not enough experience and research in the education of refugee children in Lithuania. Until now, the focus has been on the integration and socialization of refugees, with very little attention paid to the education of refugee children in early childhood education settings. The education of refugee children and the opportunities to provide it globally became more important in 2022 when Ukrainian refugees were forced to flee their homes because of the war. This paper aims to reveal the experiences of Lithuanian teachers who, as soon as the war started, received refugee children in their classes without any prior information or adequate preparation. A study was carried out to uncover preschool teachers’ experiences of working with refugee children, so the following research questions are raised - what are the experiences of preschool teachers working with children with refugee status? What challenges do preschool teachers face? How do preschool teachers work with refugee children without official descriptions prepared by the State of Lithuania? A thematic analysis was applied. The results of the study revealed that pre-school teachers faced different educational challenges when educating refugee children: lack of foreign language skills, cultural differences, lack of support from professionals when working with refugee children, etc. The study found that teachers were intensively choosing self-initiated learning to improve their professional knowledge in order to ensure a quality education process for refugee children in early childhood education institutions. Teachers independently searched for suitable materials for the education of refugee children and adapted existing programs and guidelines to refugee children in their groups.
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Introduction

The education of refugee children is a new phenomenon that has not been widely studied. The European education system has considerable experience in educating children of ethnic minorities, but there is still very little research that analyses the education of refugee children, as the education of refugee and immigrant children is very different (De Wal Pastoor, 2016). In order to adequately address the challenges of the education of refugee children, the Ministry of Education, Science and Sports must, first of all, maintain close relationships with teachers who work in various educational institutions (Taskin and Erdemli, 2018). Migrants with refugee status are a particularly vulnerable social group in society, especially in their first years of migration, when families have to face different cultures, do not speak the local language, often have health problems and have very limited employment, which can lead to the risk of social isolation (Stewart and Shaffer, 2015). Gambaro et al. (2021) claim that proper integration of refugee children into early childhood education institutions not only guarantees children’s becoming socially active members of the country, but also encourages parents to do the same. Also, the research conducted by these authors in Germany showed that the majority of refugee migrants found work thanks to social contacts. Parents, seeing their children happy in early childhood education, accept the traditional holidays, language, and people of that country more positively. Also, refugee children’s attendance at pre-school establishments allows parents to devote more time to their integration into the country’s system and language learning.

The Ministry of Education, Science and Sports of Lithuania has prepared several plans for the integration of immigrants and refugees, but there are no special education plans specifically addressing the education of refugee children. In the description of preschool children’s achievements (Ministry of Education and Science of the Republic of Lithuania, 2014), the following 12 areas of child’s educational achievements have been marked out: physical activity; self-concept and self-esteem; relationship with adults and peers; spoken and written language; environmental cognition; calculation and measurement; esthetic perception and artistic expression; initiative and perseverance; exploration; problem-solving; creativity and ability to learn. As can be seen, the description does not mention the development of interculturality. As a comparison, one can take the main areas-values of Finnish child education: the value of childhood; growing as a person; children’s rights; equality and equity; family diversity; healthy and sustainable lifestyle (Finnish National Agency for Education, 2022).

In Lithuania, researchers are mostly interested in the education of refugee children in general education schools or the possibilities of non-formal education, but very little is known about how the education of such children takes place in pre-school establishments (Zaleskienė and Kvederavičiūtė, 2017; Poškevičė and Požerienė, 2020). Research shows (Park et al., 2018) that early childhood education and care programs and their proper implementation are an important means by which host countries can reduce many of the risks children face. Actions aimed at facilitating the successful integration of refugee children and their families will bring benefits both to the refugees themselves and to the society into which they will be integrated. Early childhood education programs can meet the diverse needs unique to young refugees while supporting their healthy development. Currently, there is not a single official educational program in Lithuania created for early childhood teachers to educate children with refugee status. Parliament of the Republic of Lithuania (2011) states that “The purpose of early childhood education is to help the child meet his natural, cultural, as well as ethnic, social and cognitive needs,” but there is no specific program on how to adapt the early childhood education programs to refugee children and guarantee their natural, cultural, ethnic and social needs. There is also a lack of research in Lithuania that would not only examine the teacher’s readiness to work with refugee children, but would also explain how teachers manage to educate children who already live and attend pre-school establishments in Lithuania.

According to the Lithuanian Education News (2021), about 40 general education teachers have already been trained to work with refugee children and are working and educating children in different educational institutions, but there is no official data on the training of pre-school teachers and on the disclosure of pre-school teachers’ experiences in working with refugee children. TALIS survey (2018) shows that only 34.7% of primary school teachers in Lithuania are prepared to work in an intercultural environment, but there is no official data on the training of pre-school teachers, which raises the following research questions: What are the experiences of pre-school teachers in working with refugee children? What are the challenges that pre-school teachers face? How do pre-school teachers work with refugee children who are not officially registered by the Lithuanian state?



Theoretical part

There are different definitions of refugee status in the literature sources but the meaning and significance of most of them remain the same. A refugee is defined as a person who leaves his country because of insecurity, where the state not only does not protect its citizens but also persecutes them. Refugees, due to various circumstances, are obliged to leave their country due to real threats to their lives or the health of their family members – war, religious, political or other repression. UNHCR (2024) provides the following official definition of a refugee: “A refugee is a person who has been forced to flee their country due to persecution, war or violence. A refugee has a well-founded fear of being persecuted for reasons of race, religion, nationality, political opinion or membership of a particular social group. Most likely, they cannot return home or are afraid to do so. War and ethnic, tribal or religious violence are the main causes of refugees fleeing their countries.” There is no defined concept such as “refugee child” in Lithuanian, but such a description is provided by UNHCR (1987) stating that a refugee child is a child who has received or is seeking refugee status based on the refugee status of accompanying parents or family members. The situation is much more complicated when the child does not have any official documents and accompanying adults who could confirm the country of birth, nationality or age of the child. Such children are confirmed as unaccompanied minors by the law of the Government of the Republic of Lithuania, then the process of obtaining refugee status becomes much more complicated and sensitive.

Much attention is paid to the education of refugee children in foreign countries. Many countries of the European Union have special education programs that are designed to facilitate the integration of immigrant and refugee children. The Finnish Ministry of Science and Education clearly emphasizes the right of multicultural children to religion, mother tongue, and ethnicity of their culture in its early childhood and pre-primary education program. Teachers are encouraged not only to integrate children into the Finnish education system, but also to promote the preservation of the ethnicity of those children (Finnish National Agency for Education, 2019). In Finland, a lot of attention is paid to ensuring equal rights regardless of a person’s race or religion. In Finland, the number of children and parents of multicultural backgrounds is increasing every year, so the task of improving early childhood and pre-primary programs in this area is becoming more and more important. The application of multicultural education development programs is particularly important in the capital of Finland, Helsinki, and its county, 11 where about 40 percent of immigrants live. According to estimates, about 25 percent of students in Finland have a multicultural background. This also means that the number of children of other nationalities in pre-school education establishments is constantly growing (Ojala, 2010). With the growing number of refugee children in different countries of the world, it is necessary to pay attention not only to educational programs, but also to understand that school-age refugees are a particularly sensitive part of society. Despite the fact that they were forcibly transferred to another country, educational system programs in various countries are not always properly adapted to meet the educational needs of such children. The integration of these children into the education system is a huge challenge not only for the children themselves and their families, but also for the organizers of educational programs. The success or lack of integration in schools can affect not only the social integration of children but also their further integration into the labor market (Cerna, 2019).

Meanwhile, Lithuania lacks a clear definition of “refugee child,” which means that refugee children are not given special integration or educational conditions. Instead, they are subject to the same rules and integration processes as adult refugees. Different countries have their own approaches to providing educational opportunities for refugee children. Each country’s experiences in working with and educating refugee children vary depending on their history and current situation. However, there are still uncertainties about the most appropriate methods for educating refugee children and how these methods can be applied in mainstream educational settings. Educating refugee children is a challenging task that requires not only the professional training of teachers but also support from the public and the Ministry of Education. The lack of data about the education of refugee children further complicates the development and application of appropriate programs. The role of the teacher in the context of refugee education is critical. Teachers in Lithuania and globally do not have precise and clear programs for working with refugee children. As a result, they have to rely on their own experience, skills, and moral values.

It is important to consider not only the adaptability of educational programs, but also the readiness of teachers to work with refugee children responding to the children’s psychological state. Future teachers in Canada are trained in advance to work with refugee children while still in university. The task of future teachers when working with refugee children is not only to develop appropriate academic skills, English language, but also to instill self-confidence, considering the fact that most children have experienced or are experiencing stress of separation from their parents and depression (Gagné et al., 2017). Curricula that are designed and developed specifically for refugee children with limited prior schooling enable teachers to adapt appropriate educational and teaching models. The main goal of teachers is not only to look into the future and create educational plans for children, but to help them fill the existing gaps and move forward with the help of the teacher, considering the children’s experience. The task of teachers in educating and working with refugee children becomes not only the achievements of academic knowledge, but also everyday life tasks, such as social rules, choosing and providing appropriate clothes, providing school stationery, maintaining and managing children’s IT equipment. Teachers’ special attention shall be paid to helping children with homework and ensuring the application of all other possible educational and teaching strategies (Cerna, 2019).

A person with refugee status is defined differently in different countries of the world, but the essence remains the same. In Lithuania, a clear definition of the concept of “refugee child” is missing, so special integration or educational conditions for refugee children have not been discerned, but the same rules and integration processes as for adult refugees shall apply. In summary, it could be said that various foreign countries have their own views on the opportunities for the education of refugee children. Depending on the history and the situation, different countries have different experiences in working with and educating refugee children. On the other hand, when educating refugee children, it is still unclear which methods are the most appropriate and how to apply them in general education institutions. Educating refugee children is not an easy task, as it requires not only the professional training of teachers, but also the help of society and the Ministry of Education. The problem related to the collection of educational data of refugee children further complicates the development and application of appropriate programs. The role of the teacher becomes critically important in the context of refugee education. Teachers do not have precise and clear programs for working with refugee children not only in Lithuania, but also in the context of the whole world, so they have to rely on their experience, skills and moral values.

Upon reviewing the primary national plans and programs for pre-school and pre-primary education in Lithuania, it has been found that there are no specific programs designed for the education of refugee children. The existing laws, programs, and recommendations for preschool and pre-primary education prepared by the Lithuanian Ministry of Education and Science are outdated and have not been updated to meet the needs of refugee children. It is the responsibility of the education institutions, working groups, and teachers to select appropriate curricula and methods to educate not only refugee children, but also children of other nationalities, religions, or races. The current attention given to migrant children and national minorities is insufficient to ensure a quality education process for these children in Lithuania. None of the existing programs or guidelines for pre-school and pre-primary education staff mention children with refugee status, and there is no specific focus on the education of such children.



Materials and methods


Sample

From September 2022 to November 2022, 10 research participants, pre-school teachers currently working with refugee children in educational institutions, were interviewed. Convenience sampling was used – the sample was made up of the teachers most easily accessible to the researcher. A “snowball” methodology was also used, where the sample units were selected from people who know other people working with refugee children in pre-school education establishments. All the teachers participated in this study voluntarily. To protect their privacy and guarantee their anonymous participation, participants of interviews are named I1, I2..I10 to represent their thoughts during interviews.



Procedure

The chosen method of qualitative data collection is an in-depth interview. The individual qualitative interview is one of the most commonly used forms of research data collection. When it is conducted with one person, this method is called in-depth. The aim of this type of interview is to gain the perspective of the interviewee in order to make the interview as comprehensive as possible by discussing the research topic in detail. The aim of an in-depth interview is to explore the participants’ perspective on the phenomenon under study as deeply and clearly as possible. It is not a dialog-based interview because the focus is not on the interview itself but on the information provided by the research participant. It is important for the researcher to elicit the narrative by asking questions in the most subtle sense and in the most subtle way. The aim is for the participant to speak frankly, giving his/her personal views and experiences. The in-depth interview aims to find out as much as possible and to understand the phenomenon from the researcher’s perspective. Establishing a sincere and trusting relationship between the participant and the researcher is one of the most important aspects of the research, to ensure that the participant is open, sincere, trusting and unafraid to reveal his/her true opinion, whatever it may be. This approach is best used when the researcher wants to gain insight into the personal views of each participant, specifically their experiences and perspectives, and then to collate all the available data. It is also a good choice of method for topics that have not yet been explored (Gaižauskienė and Valavičienė, 2016).

The researchers posted information about the study on social media in special groups for preschool and pre-primary teachers. Teachers who were interested in participating in the study contacted the researchers themselves by phone or email. The potential subjects were informed about the process, objectives, and content of the study. They were assured that the interviews would be anonymous, and their personal data would not be disclosed in any way during the study. Once the exact time and date of the interview had been decided, the researchers reconfirmed the day before the meeting that the participants had not changed their minds and were still willing to take part in the study. All participants responded positively. The meetings with the subjects were conducted online, and on average, each interview lasted about 1 h. The interview questions were developed based on a theoretical analysis of the topic. The main, semi-structured interview questions emerged from the existing key issues. Participants were asked to share their feelings about working with refugee children, the biggest challenges they faced, the kind of support given to teachers from other professionals such as psychologists, governmental institutions, or their own leaders and other questions. The researchers aimed to listen to each participant’s experience as much as possible, trying to clarify participants’ answers if they were not detailed enough while ensuring the comfort and privacy of the participants. Some of the interviews were extremely sensitive and emotional. Teachers shared their experiences openly and were not afraid to show their feelings, emotions, or tears.



Data analysis

The chosen method of qualitative data analysis is thematic analysis (TA). This method is not new but is widely used in the field of qualitative research. TA was developed in the 1970s, influenced by the methodological foundations of qualitative content analysis, phenomenology, and ethnographic research. Thematic analysis allows the researcher to examine and analyze research data. Systematic analysis helps to identify typical patterns and formulate topics related to the research problem (Žydžiūnaitė and Sabaliauskas, 2017). This analysis emphasizes language analysis itself because, when using thematic analysis, it is crucial for the researcher to focus on what is said in the text content rather than how it is said. During the analysis, it is important for the researcher to look for recurring themes in the stories. After summarizing, analyzing, and comparing thematic elements, the researcher can identify and categorize the text into themes for further analysis (Riessman, 2005). Thematic analysis, while coding the data, helps to identify typical patterns and formulate topics related to the research problem. Using this method of analysis, great attention is paid to the analysis of the received data because it is crucial to properly code the data when determining the topics. The proper selection of topics will help the researcher to reveal the researched phenomenon itself (Žydžiūnaitė and Sabaliauskas, 2017). The principles of thematic analysis—coding data, identifying themes, refining those themes, and reporting findings—are fundamentally aligned with other qualitative methods, such as discourse analysis. Thematic analysis is a powerful technique for analyzing qualitative data. It involves the clear identification and reporting of patterns within a dataset, which are then interpreted to reveal their underlying meanings. These patterns emerge distinctly from a comprehensive understanding of the keywords used by participants. The thematic analysis process is characterized by its systematic nature, employing a structured and sequential methodology for the interpretation of research data. Each stage builds upon the preceding one, culminating in a comprehensive and nuanced understanding of the data. This organized framework not only enhances the consistency and replicability of the findings but also establishes clear connections among the data, its interpretation, and the resulting conclusions. By adhering to this systematic approach, we ensure thoroughness while effectively reducing potential bias, thereby enhancing the credibility and impact of our findings (Naeem et al., 2023). The analytical procedure consisted of the following phases:



1st phase. Familiarization with the data

In thematic analysis, the first step is to familiarize yourself with the data. High-quality audio recordings and verbatim transcriptions are essential for documenting interviews. During the interviews, researchers already highlighted the patterns so that relevant statements could be identified. The researchers conducted verbatim transcriptions of the digitally recorded interviews. Then, they carefully reviewed the transcribed materials multiple times to ensure accuracy. While reading for the 2nd and 3rd times, the codes have become very obvious and repetitive in many interviews.



2nd phase. Identification of the codes

In the second stage, each interview transcript was reviewed again. Initial codes were created to identify any relevant features of the data related to the research topic, which is teachers’ experiences working with refugee children. In thematic analysis, it is mostly important to identify and notice the most repeated keywords in the data, which will later would be grouped under a code. It is important to mention that a keyword may consist of not only a single word but also phrases that have significant meanings for the research. These codes represented the most basic part of the data that could be evaluated in a meaningful way for the research topic. They were applied to any word, sentence, or paragraph that the researcher found noteworthy. The initial codes are listed in Figure 1.

[image: Table with three core themes: "Language barrier," "Lived experiences of everyday education," and "Almighty teacher." Each theme includes subthemes with corresponding codes. The table highlights issues like lack of language skills, cultural differences, administrative inefficiency, and psychological stress related to refugee education.]

FIGURE 1
 Core themes, subthemes and initial codes.




3rd phase. Identification of common themes

Once the data has been coded, it can be collated, and the search for themes can begin. Themes are not the direct representation of the data’s value; rather, they emerge from an analytical and comparative process. Developing themes involves carefully grouping related codes to identify meaningful patterns that provide significant insights into the research question. The researchers reviewed and organized data extracts for each theme, conducted detailed analysis, identified subthemes, and created concise titles for each theme to convey their meaning immediately (Naeem et al., 2023). This process was repeated by researchers until the final theme map aligned with the research objectives. After collecting the initial codes, they were grouped into broader themes, including “Language barrier,” “Lived experience of everyday education,” and “Almighty teacher.”” These themes were then combined to create a thematic map (refer to Figure 2) that reflects the findings of the study and sheds light on the experiences of early childhood education teachers in teaching refugee children.

[image: Early childhood education of refugee children: teachers' experiences are categorized into three sections: language barrier, lived experience of everyday education, and "Almighty" teacher. Issues include lack of language skills, socialization challenges, cultural differences, adaptation difficulties, quality of education, lack of support, inefficiency of administration, psychological stress, loneliness, and burnout.]

FIGURE 2
 Map of themes and subthemes.




4th phase

In the final phase, we organized developed themes, corresponding data extracts, and created reports. We weaved the themes with analytic narratives and included representative quotes.



Research ethics

The qualitative interview process can be a very personal and individual process for the subject, so it is important for the researcher to remain neutral, not to judge the research participants and not to engage in discussions. It is also important to avoid questions that traumatize the research participant, but it is worth remaining reflective, responsive and to stimulate the interview process. A qualitative interview reveals not only opinions or feelings, but can also reveal very personal experiences, which is why the researcher must remain as professional as possible during the interview. It is important for the researcher not to influence negatively the interview process. It is also very important to maintain proper focus on the purpose of the interview, as during the interview interference may occur between the researcher and the participant that will divert the researcher from the essential goal – qualitative interviewing to research the chosen subject. The researcher must be professional, but at the same time sensitive to the research participants, because it is possible that the research participants will tell sensitive, negative experiences or painful memories (Gaižauskienė and Valavičienė, 2016).



Limitations of the study

The researchers have a lot of experience working in foreign countries not only with families of other cultures and their children, but also in educating refugee children who came from the war zone. This could have led to greater attention to the concentration and analysis of certain topics and sub-topics, such as “teachers’ readiness to work with refugee children” or “teacher burnout, manifestations of racism.” On the other hand, the available experience in working with refugee children helped the author of the paper to conduct interviews more deeply and empathetically and to choose the research method and instrument properly. During the empirical study, 10 teachers who currently work with refugee children in pre-school education establishments were interviewed. During the research, all respondents spoke only about Ukrainian refugee children and the author was not able to find a single respondent who worked with other than Ukrainian refugee children. Finding early childhood education teachers working with refugee children from other war zone countries (Iran, Iraq, Syria, etc.) may have revealed larger and deeper research problems that would have determined the results and conclusions of the study.




Results of the study

Ten early childhood and pre-primary education teachers participated in the study. During the analysis of the text, 19 subthemes emerged in the work, which constitute 3 topics: “Language barrier,” “Lived experience of everyday education,” “Almighty” teacher.” By combining these themes, a map of themes and subthemes (see Figure 2) is presented, which corresponds to the results of the study and reveals the experiences of early childhood education teachers in educating refugee children.

Early childhood education of refugee children: teachers’ experiences.


Theme 1: language barrier

In the first theme, Language barrier, the experiences of preschool teachers in communicating with refugee children and their families are revealed. One of the main challenges is the so-called language barrier. The theme consists of five subthemes: “Lack of foreign language skills,” “Use of information technologies for language,” “Limited responsibility of the administration,” “Difficult communication with parents of refugee children” and “Educator-interpreter,” which reveal the difficulties faced by the teacher who has to communicate not in their native language.


Lack of foreign language skills

When teachers are faced with the admission of refugee children to educational institutions and groups, the main problem becomes the lack of foreign language skills or the inability to speak that language. Without learning and understanding the language, the entire process of education and admission becomes significantly more difficult for both teachers and refugee families. Most of the teachers said that one of the most important factors why refugee children were brought to their groups was the knowledge of a foreign language:

 “I remember at the beginning there was even a question of how many teachers there are in the institution who can speak, let us say, Russian, for children to understand. Well, there was another question here, because groups were also created at our place, well, not at our place, but in neighboring kindergartens” (I9).



The lack of foreign language skills in communicating with refugee families is not the only problem that emerged during the work analysis. The educational process itself becomes problematic, when teachers have to find ways to involve refugee children who do not know the Lithuanian language in the educational process and try to ensure quality education:


“Preparation of those tasks, perhaps of those activities, so that it’s difficult to include it, because I speak Russian, but there are some pedagogical moments, some words, which I do not use in that language, and it’s difficult for me” (I4).
 

The applicability of existing educational programs becomes even more complicated when communication becomes one of the biggest barriers:


“If we receive a Ukrainian, Syrian, Afghan, or some other child – we have our own educational program, the assessment system of our achievements, we have our own state language and if we.., the main and it seems probably the real barrier is that language, communication” (I8).
 



Use of information technologies for language

Communicating, understanding and being understood is a social need of many people. With the help of verbal language, we are better able to express our thoughts, emotions and feelings. With the use of information technology, there is a risk that the information to be conveyed to refugee families will be inaccurate, as translation tools often misrepresent the meanings of words. On the other hand, without having a common language with refugee families, the use of information technology remains the only available way for teachers to ensure the transfer of the necessary information, but this method of communication requires additional time in the course of the teacher’s work. Due to the existing language barrier, working teachers have to find ways to interact and communicate with refugee families. Teachers use various tools to help them provide the necessary information faster, in this case – information technology and translation tools:


“Well, speaking, now it’s such a challenge and tension that you have to think how to say that in Russian, how to express yourself and sometimes it seems.. someone asks me, and I understand that question, but I lack words to answer that question. Well, then I need to go to the phone, go to Google translator right away” (I1).
 

During the research, the teachers revealed that the use of translation tools complicates the work process when communicating with refugee families and takes a lot of time:


“Well, we figured it out, we talked, but sometimes there is a language barrier. Well, of course, that Google translator means.. and it is possible to communicate through the translator…” (I3), and they simply forward the translated material to the parents with the help of various apps: “As much as I can, I also translate some information into Russian for them. I send it via messenger or forum” (I4).
 

The teachers also said that despite the perceived language barrier, various translation apps facilitate the communication process, but this way of communication complicates the daily work routine: “It seems that you are able to talk to the child, but not to the parents, because you forget what and how to say. Then you are having trouble with that translator again” (I9).



Limited responsibility of the administration

The results of the research revealed that the administration of the educational establishment failed to provide adequate assistance to teachers in communicating with refugee children and their parents. According to the teachers, the administration did not fulfill its assumed responsibility, even though it was promised:


“They said they would help, translate and provide a translation tool, but no one helped me, I got to cope myself as best I could and I found a translation app, and we communicated through that app” (I5).
 

During the research, the administration’s relationship with the teachers and the lack of respect also became apparent. Teachers felt a lack of respect and assistance from the administration of the education establishment when communicating with refugee children and their families, but when admitting children into early childhood education groups, the problem of teachers’ lack of a foreign language was not taken into account:


“You must, you have to and they do not ask if you know the language or you do not, there was no such conversation” (I3).
 



Difficult communication with parents of refugee children

Language is the main source of quality verbal communication to communicate and collaborate with refugee families. In the presence of a language barrier, it becomes difficult to communicate with parents in order to inform them about the child’s daily achievements or existing problems:


“When talking to parent’s individually about achievements, for example, it is also difficult for me to speak, because I do not know all those terms in Russian. So yes, such cases, where I need more to explain about the achievements, the progress of the child to the parents, that’s the most difficult for me” (I4).
 

The absence of a common language becomes a daily obstacle to proper communication with families, so the teachers decide to start learning the language of the refugees themselves in order to have smoother communication and cooperation.



Educator-interpreter

When refugee children are admitted to educational groups, teachers without planning it become interpreters between families and the administration or between psychologists, special pedagogues, speech therapists and other specialists:


“Social worker does not speak Russian, it’s complicated, so we communicate only through me, she says something in Lithuanian, then we continue working” (I3).
 

Helping parents becomes an integral part of a teacher’s work, because when working with children, one also works with their parents. Parents, teachers, administration and other educational specialists form a circle of support, the center of which is the child. The informant stated that there she has a desire to help and take on the role of interpreter herself, not only in helping children, but also their parents, because she feels sorry for them:


“I try to help them, always say it in Lithuanian and translate it into Russian so that they understand and always ask if they have understood, and then we can communicate somehow” (I5), and it is not uncommon for a teacher to think about how to help a newly arrived child feel safe in his new environment: “We spoke Russian from the beginning, because I immediately asked him how it was better for him to communicate” (I7).
 

Most of the teachers said that whenever there is an opportunity, they try to translate as much information as possible for refugee children in order to ensure that the education is of high quality and equivalent:


“I have entered the forums of Ukrainian teachers, those accounts, I try from them translate into Lithuanian. I write something to her in Ukrainian and next to it in Lithuanian. And if it’s related to letters, I try something in Lithuanian” (I4).
 

When educating and working with refugee families, the teacher unexpectedly takes on additional responsibilities, in this case she becomes an interpreter. Such additional responsibilities imposed on the teacher take a lot of time not only from the children during education, but also from the teachers themselves, who are left to work alone with a large number of children.

Summarizing the first topic, it becomes clear how the language barrier complicates the workflow not only for teachers, but also for refugee families. Research has revealed that knowledge of different foreign languages often helped to communicate with refugee families and refugee children, but those who did not have a common language faced a huge challenge to discover themselves other methods analogous to verbal communication. When working with refugee families, a teacher has to take on many different responsibilities, not always directly related to the education of early age children. Teachers have the responsibility not only to educate refugee children who do not speak the local language, but also to communicate directly with their families on a daily basis by answering their questions. Without sufficient or no foreign language skills, teachers themselves become responsible for communication between the educational institution and refugee families, without receiving translation services from the educational institution’s administration.




Theme 2: lived experience of everyday education

The research revealed not only the daily experiences of teachers in educating refugee children, but also revealed sensitive moments of what it means to work with a child who came from a war zone. The second theme consists of seven sub-themes: “Socialization of a foreign language speaking child,” “Cultural differences,” “Adaptation of refugee children,” “Quality of education,” “Lack of information about receiving a child,” “Working with a child from a war zone,” “Relationships with families”.


Socialization of a foreign language speaking child

When working with children, the teacher assumes responsibility not only for the child’s academic achievements and adaptation in the group, but also for the socialization process, which is a particularly important factor in order to ensure that the child’s education process is of high quality and ensures children’s well-being during education. The teacher must ensure that all children feel good both physically and psychologically during the entire educational process. A child’s socialization becomes much more difficult when the child does not speak the same language as the other children in the group, so the teacher has a great challenge to find ways to help the children make friends:


“Well, the children know those words, they make friends with her, take her to play” (I3).
 

The teachers say that the socialization process takes longer than the adaptation itself, but they also notice that the Lithuanian children themselves find ways to communicate and help the refugee children to socialize and adapt faster in the group:


“So, children are already trying to say one or another word to her, say to her one word at a time, sometimes those kids even invent their own language to talk to that girl” (I4).
 



Cultural differences

When working with refugee children, the teacher inevitably encounters other cultures, which include not only different languages, religions, attitudes, but also traditions, customs or other manifestations of behavior. For teachers who do not have experience, it can become quite a challenge when they need to quickly admit families from different countries and try to understand cultural differences:


“I do not know if it is really so, or there is just a stereotype, but they have got such bravery, strength of character, stick to their own opinion, even at such an age, and, well, you need to talk to him very nicely if you want to change that opinion” (I2).
 

Informants say that communication with parents seems more complicated and difficult, and cultural differences can be observed in everyday situations, such as bringing the child to the educational group in the morning.

Meeting different cultures often becomes a challenge, especially if it is happening for the first time. The intercultural preparation of teachers when working with representatives of various cultures and the desire to accept and recognize children’s otherness become important:


“Their temperament is perhaps such, we Lithuanians are more Nordic, we are more reserved, and children obviously always have those emotions and they show them, one child more, the other less” (I8), and it is precisely the different types of children’s temperaments that become what the teachers distinguish when talking about refugee children: “They stand out for their temperament, for everything, they are, how to say, so expressive, so you can really see that this is not a Lithuanian girl, she is like that” (I7).
 



Adaptation of refugee children

Adaptation or, in other words, adjustment, fitting in can be very different for each child, but all children go through this period in their own way. During this period, children can experience many different emotions, starting with anxiety, fear, panic attacks or extreme stress, because this is the period when the child learns to stay alone – without his family members – for a longer period of time. Appropriate and safe adaptation, during which sufficient time is allocated and the child’s needs are taken into account, can ensure a smooth, safe and positive adaptation period, otherwise the adaptation can bring a lot of confusion to both the teachers and the refugee family:


“For the girl that I mentioned it was difficult to get used to the kindergarten even in Ukraine.. and here she used to cry a lot, more often she stayed here until lunch and her mother used to take her then” (I10).
 

The topic becomes even more sensitive when we talk about the lack of adaptation for refugee children, because these children who come from a war zone, where they may have experienced a lot of stress leaving not only their native home, but also, in many cases, their fathers, grandfathers, friends or beloved pets. The results of the study showed that the educational establishments lacked time for preparation to ensure a sufficient period of adaptation, and the children were practically left alone the very next day in the new group.



Quality of education

During the research, the teachers did not hide the fact that general education institutions do not pay enough attention to ensuring the quality education of refugee children:

“I know that they are not getting the quality education they should be getting” (I4), and the majority highlighted that the large number of children in the group hinders the provision of quality education for refugee children: “When there are many children in the group, less individual education is obtained” (I1).

The admission of refugee children to educational groups revealed an even bigger problem that teachers faced. The informant claims that when the admission of refugee children into groups began, the norms for the number of children in the groups were exceeded:


“Children are admitted into groups according to age, and if we are allowed, let us say, to have 20 children, when they admit refugees, the number can be exceeded, there are 21, 22 children” (I3). In this case, the teachers had to work alone with the whole group: “you are alone with 20, 21 children” (I3).
 

Many teachers agree that refugee children do not receive quality education, but the teachers themselves try to do everything in their power to provide quality education, even if it is temporary:


“Again, everything seems temporary here for her. That’s why I sometimes think about how to act here, it’s actually temporary, but I still want to give her quality education, even though it’s temporary”. (I4).
 



Lack of information about receiving a child

One of the most important and most frequently mentioned challenges faced by most teachers is the lack of information about the process of admission of refugee children to an educational institution. Teachers were often left unaware, with no one informing them in advance of the child’s age or academic or life skills. The teachers did not have additional information about the child’s educational achievements, so in most cases they did not know what to expect until the last day:


“Well, I do not know much about admission, the managers just bring the child to the group, introduce him and tell him that this child will be in your group, and I somehow have not looked too deep into it, but I know that everything is free of charge for them” (I1).
 

Often, teachers were told about the admission of a refugee child to an educational institution a day or a few days before the beginning of the attendance, but without providing advance information.

After surveying the teachers, it became clear that the administration of the educational establishments did not pay enough attention to informing the teachers about the arrival of a new child in their group:

“Everything is very simple, knock-knock on the door, the management comes and says that you will have such a child, and that’s it” (I2), but we can do the assumption that this possibly happened because the administration itself did not receive information in advance and in most cases it was an unexpected situation for the educational establishment itself.



Working with a child from a war zone

Working with a child who came from a war zone requires special skills. An important role will be played by the teacher’s own psychological preparation, because the teacher can never know what kind of child’s behavior or traumas he will encounter during work:


“The other child was, how can I say it here – somewhat aggressive. He was so angry, as I say, at the whole world and, if he did not like something, he used to walk out the door” (I1).
 

Lithuanian teachers have never faced the crisis of war refugees before, so this field of work is new for them and has never been explored before. Teachers, without proper professional knowledge on how to work with refugee children and provide them with a safe environment, often do what they think is best at the time, relying on their intuition rather than professional knowledge:


“It was completely new to me and I relied on my intuition only” (I2).
 

Teachers who have to educate refugee children are often faced with children’s psychological traumas, which they have never faced before:


“A plane flies and she runs to me and it’s like she is afraid of the sounds, they seem so terrible to her, and she runs to me looking for protection” (I3).
 

Children who come from a war zone are at increased risk of post-traumatic stress syndrome and other psychosocial disorders, which can affect the behavior of refugee children both in the educational establishment and at home. The research participant said that special attention must be paid to refugee children, because the children arrive already with psychological trauma:


“There definitely were psychological problems, because the mother was also scared, she told me that she did not know how to put her to sleep” (I3).
 

And in many cases, children in a foreign country, not knowing how to express their feelings and emotions, resort to inappropriate behavior in order to attract the attention of teachers or other adults.

Many children are often very open about their experiences and memories, refugee children are no exception. Children want to share their experiences with teachers, and teachers need to listen to them. Listening and hearing children’s stories can be much more complicated than sharing and telling one’s emotions, because when listening to refugee children’s stories, the teacher is invited to experience refugee children’s experiences, feelings, emotions, fears and other war-related emotions through the stories. The teacher becomes a “sponge” for the emotions and experiences of the refugee children, absorbing the experiences of different children into himself, becomes a witness to their stories:


“She would run up and start talking about her life, and then you realize how such a small child experienced such horrors, and it will stay, will last a lifetime indeed” (I3).
 

Teachers hear various emotions and feelings experienced by refugee children during the war, which are shocking:

“I heard the girl telling that their house was destroyed, that they were hiding, that there was no home anymore”. (I3), and the war itself becomes a normal phenomenon for such children.



Relationships with families

Teachers have a responsible role not only to inform parents about the child’s day, but also to try to understand the otherness of parents and accept differences:


“Some parents themselves are not inclined to communicate much and openly about children’s education” (I5).
 

Teachers not only often witness conflict situations, but also find themselves in the midst of various conflicts. When a refugee child is admitted to the educational group, the teacher reluctantly takes on the responsibility of not only working with the child himself, but also becomes a silent advocate for the parents, helping the family to adapt faster, to get acquainted with local rules and laws. Parents do not always willingly agree to accept new rules or norms and may oppose them, the teacher becomes the person who directly communicates with refugee families on a daily basis:


“Once I simply did not accept a child, because they brought him at eleven o’clock, after eleven, and asked why he could not stay, I said no, you are registered as absent, no meals have been ordered for him, I cannot admit you, to take half of a meatball from another child to feed your child, this is not allowed here, and it is difficult for them to understand, this is probably the biggest problem here” (I5).
 

Adult refugees arriving from a war zone often experience stress themselves due to war-related circumstances. Abandoned or collapsed homes, leaving behind parents or other family members such as husbands, brothers or sons over the age of 18, etc., while rescuing their minor children often increases the risk of psychological trauma. Refugee parents are stressed not only because of fleeing from a war zone, but also because they enter a culturally different social society, where they must immediately familiarize themselves with local rules and laws, look for work, housing, take care of food, integrate into a foreign culture and reconcile with a new refugee status. Research participants testified that communicating with refugee parents is not easy, because they are not inclined to talk openly about their and their families past:


“The mother is also not open, she does not say much about whether she has been visiting some institution, whether she needs or she does not want something” (I3), and sometimes a lack of trust in the teacher becomes apparent: “She communicates, I cannot say that she does not, but so reservedly, as if she does not want to talk much about herself but anyway, basically she as a mother does not really communicate so that to come and say, well, teacher, how was my first grader? As I say, she is quite reserved” (I6).
 

In summary, it can be said that while working with refugee children, early childhood education teachers and people working in the administration encountered various daily situations that complicated the conditions of admission and education of refugee children in educational institutions. The teachers faced not only the differences associated with other cultures, but also had to find ways to properly communicate and interact with the parents of refugee children. The results of the study showed that the teachers made every effort to ensure proper socialization and adaptation of the refugee children, but due to the lack of prior information about the child and his family, it was extremely difficult to do so. During the analysis of the research, the need for the teacher’s psychological resilience skills emerged when refugee children who arrived from the war zone share their experiences from the war. Teachers have a responsible duty not only to educate and ensure quality education during the entire process, but also to become children’s emotional “sponge,” who will not only listen to children’s stories, but also provide daily assistance to ensure children’s comprehensive safety.




Theme 3: “almighty” teacher

Different experiences of teachers are discussed as well as feelings faced by teachers educating refugee children. The teacher becomes the “Almighty” lone soldier on the battlefield who must not only do his job well, but also work on himself and his inner experiences. This theme comprises seven sub-themes: “Lack of support,” “Inefficiency of administration,” “Relationships with colleagues,” “Administrative control,” “Psychological stress caused by war,” “Loneliness” and “Burnout,” which reveal what a teacher goes through when working with refugee children during the process.


Lack of support

Research participants said that they felt a lack of help when working and educating refugee children. Often, teachers feel left alone to fate, without any help from the administration of educational establishments:


“I do not feel any help from the administration. There is no support, no incentives, I’m not talking about monetary incentives, I know that the budget is full of holes and everything else, but simply, sometimes a good word is enough and that’s it” (I5).
 

The research participant stated that receiving help from the administration of the educational institution could ensure a calmer period of waiting and admission of refugee children to educational establishments:


“If we had received help, I think the process would have been calmer, the waiting and the reception, and knowing what to say, and the teacher’s reaction to the child’s certain condition, when you know what to expect, and how to react yourself and not get afraid” (I2).
 

Some teachers felt ashamed of how their establishment had left them alone without any help:


“For teachers, well, nothing. No help (shrugs). It’s even a shame to say that our establishment is like that, or maybe I did not ask, but really” (I3).
 

The teachers felt left alone in a new situation for them:


“I’m struggling myself, unless I we’ll raise some kind of discussion there, that it’s necessary to have some kind of seminar, some kind of training, how to integrate, how to work with those refugees. Because I say it’s still really fresh and new for me, so for now I’m struggling as I can” (I1).
 

The research participants also said that they felt a lack not only of help, but also of professional support:

“There is a great lack of support from the administration, competent explanations, so that you could ask them all questions, so that you could go and get an answer” (I5) and even felt anger: “I do not know how many others received help, but in my specific case, what can I say, there was nothing, absolutely nothing. Well, I’m very angry about that” (I2).

During the research, the teachers said that there was a huge lack of help, and there was no information on how to properly work and prepare refugee children:


“I would really like more information, like actual plans for example. How to prepare him, that child, because I have a preschooler, it is very important to me, in fact, to prepare him for school, but in my case the principal does not know anything, and I have no one to ask. It’s really difficult” (I4).
 

The results of the study revealed that teachers who do not receive help and necessary information are forced to find out on their own how to educate refugee children: “when you ask, no one knows anything, no one can answer, I have to find out on my own, if I want to interest that child, so that it would be easier for her and she would go to kindergarten with a smile, I have to give my all self” (I4), because the people working in the administration are not interested in the education of refugee children and their problems: “you know, they are not interested at all. It seems to me that they are not interested at all. Because if they were interested, they would definitely provide help at least to a teacher and that child or would help the parents there. I think parents also need help” (I4).

Another informant stated that she felt a lack of basic human support from the people working in the administration of the educational establishment: “you want to ask for help and you are not given it, like you hit a wall. You hit one wall, you hit another wall and you think that there really is no respect” (I4).



Inefficiency of administration

When studying the experiences of teachers educating and working with refugee children, people working in the administration of educational establishments play a very important role. It is the administration that should feel and be responsible for the proper integration of refugee children, making changes in plans or creation of new plans. It is also the administration’s responsibility to ensure the psychological and physical safety not only for employees, but also for children attending educational institutions, as well as the comprehensive development of refugee children. The results of the research showed that the administration was generally not interested in the education of refugee children:


“You know, the management is not even interested, they do not even ask how things are going or if we need help. Do not even ask. When I come with some request, they tell me that I always need everything” (I4).
 

Not only refugee children did not receive the attention of the administration, but also the teachers who worked with them:


“There is no attention from the administration to what you are doing or if you need help. At least they could ask if I need some help, maybe I cannot cope, maybe I cannot find some educational material, that’s what I miss” (I3).
 

Some teachers did not hesitate to criticize the heads of early childhood education establishments, stating that they are not interested in providing the necessary help:


“I do not know if she is not interested or if she does not want to, as when I ask her some questions, she just does not want to give me help” (I4).
 

The results of the study showed that teachers felt a lack of help not only from the administrative staff of their educational establishments, but also from education departments or higher authorities, and according to the teachers, more attention was paid to schools, while pre-school education establishments were left to find a solution for working with refugee children on their own:



Relationships with colleagues

Being a teacher means always being surrounded by different people: parents, children, colleagues. Teachers want to be supported and encouraged in their work, to be praised with a kind word, to be respected. The results of the study showed that some teachers said they felt very separated from their colleagues, they felt lonely and misunderstood, there was no one to share their experiences and concerns with when working with refugee children:


“And that feeling of loneliness, because colleagues actually work, but they, at least like that one colleague who works with a Ukrainian child, she is not interested in how to integrate him there, how to include him, she is not interested in it” (I4).
 

The research participants said that they feel lonely in the work environment due to strained relationships with colleagues:

“I do not feel any help from my colleagues, only constant pressure, constant mobbing, because after all, I study and I’m in my last year and there’s no help” (I5). The teacher said that she was told not to “stand out” when working with refugee children: “in the spring, I also wanted to ask for an education session to be admitted, they just did not allow me. They said that I would not stand out” (I4).

The study also showed that the teachers themselves have very different views on the education of refugee children and that not everyone values the importance of quality education in the same way.



Administrative control

During the research, it became clear that the administration is not always willing to help teachers and even vice versa – sometimes teachers even feel afraid to ask for help, because they fear for their further career:


“Nothing can ever be wrong with us, so everything is good, everything is fine with us, and if you say that something is wrong, then maybe something is wrong with you, it does not look nice” (I2).
 

The research participant claims that there were indignant teachers in the educational institution who did not want to educate refugee children in their groups for various reasons, but were afraid to oppose the administration:


“There were also indignant ones, because they threw us in this without any preparation, neither psychological nor social, it’s just that a child like this will come to the group today, you have to be there and communicate and talk… we did not even have a choice, we did not even dare to object” (I3) and associated her behavior with the education of her generation: “I am from that generation of teachers who do what they are told to, so if management says, we do without raising questions” (I6).
 

The informant said that even in order to organize an intercultural event, it is necessary to ask the administration and obtain permission for such an event, because if the teacher did it arbitrarily, she might face problems later.



Psychological stress caused by war

Often the countries of the European Union receiving refugees are located far away from the war zone and do not have close cultural or religious similarities. In this case, it is easier for people to work without seeing, knowing or hearing what is happening in the war zone, detaching themselves from emotional experiences. For the teachers, this period was very stressful, and they could not work calmly:


“When the war started, it actually hindered our work. Because there was such a shock and such a desire to constantly follow the news” (I1), and the feelings caused by the war made the teachers feel emotionally weak: “because I’m very wholeheartedly for Ukraine, I might say that it was overwhelming for me, I was afraid to go to work, I thought I would start crying, I would melt emotionally. I was so sorry, I think I could give away anything, I just wasn’t emotionally strong (I8).
 

The research showed that the anxiety and different emotions related to the war in Ukraine still cause different feelings for teachers and it is still a sensitive topic for them: “colleagues and the administration, all of us, reacted sensitively at that time and still react, war is war” (I6).



Loneliness

The results of the research revealed that the situation caused various feelings, but the most prominent was the feeling of loneliness, which often caused anger:


“For education, I feel very bad, because we have to talk, we have to get help, the managers and the entire educational establishment has to help the teachers, not throw them in it and leave to cope on their own, but the worst thing is that they are still expecting some kind of results, but then help me to get those results somehow Well, I was very angry indeed, and we talked about it with my colleague who works in the same group, it’s really difficult, how should I behave. Well, let us say I was still interested, well, the other one would surely say why I have to do this, I do not care, we have the educational program, and we educate children accordingly. How should I act? Well, the teachers are different, that’s what I’m saying here again, it’s very difficult because of that” (I9), and most of the informants said that during the whole process they felt lonely and not interesting for anyone: “Actually, after the last few years, when I had that the case of diabetes, and those Ukrainians were thrown in like that and no one cared about how you feel or how you would work” (I5).
 

The research participant compared her teaching profession to ships trying to sail through storms:


“Maybe it’s different in other establishments, but in ours we sail like ships, trying to withstand storms by ourselves” (I2).
 

Teachers not only feel left alone to deal with their difficult emotional state, but also do not feel togetherness and help during the educational process:


“As a teacher, I am alone, and there is also an assistant, but she also does her work. She needs to clean up, wash the floor, dishes, and so on. The education process is still on me, unless we are doing some handicrafts, then I am asking for help in one or another situation. But anyway, in practice, all education is on one teacher” (I1).
 

The teacher feels alone: “left on the ice, you are completely alone, and you can cope as you want” (I4), and another research participant said that the researcher was the first to ask how the teacher felt during this entire period:


“Emotions were probably in the last place. But wow, you are the first to ask such a question” (I3).
 

The teachers felt lonely and even thought about changing their profession:


“Yes, I’m alone. This loneliness makes it very difficult to provide help to her, to those children, and to others. I then thought – what am I doing here at all, is this my sphere at all. Well, if your needs are completely ignored by the administration, nobody is interested in you” (I4).
 

Loneliness and the lack of fellowship in educational institutions were what the teachers faced during the admission and education of refugee children:


“We should probably have been given more of those seminars, some kind of material, because it really was a difficult beginning. Now I can already say that, but then it was really very difficult, and no one helped. You somehow had to cope with those kids in a group” (I9).
 



Burnout

Most of the teachers felt burnout from work, and the stressful situation at work made them even more exhausted. The teachers’ experiences at work in educating refugee children caused not only emotional exhaustion for the teachers, but also worsened their psychological well-being. Feelings of inferiority, burnout or lack of motivation at work in educating refugee children made teachers think about changing their profession or leaving their jobs, but even when experiencing these feelings, teachers did not receive the necessary help. The research participants said that they felt the first symptoms of burnout, but they had no one to talk to about it:


“I felt bad, really, I wish there was someone to talk to at that moment, then oooo, it was quite a challenge” (I3).
 

The teacher says that she feels that she is already burnt out due to the situation with the refugee children:


“I look at every child as at my own child, I sympathize with them, and I used to help Ukrainian children too, and now I see them and I just want to take care of them, and I think that maybe I’m too emotionally weak to work as a teacher or it just takes time, maybe I’ll get mor resilient” (I5).
 

The research participant said that she felt that the administration also had an influence on her burnout:


“I sit down on the ground again, they clip my wings, and after a while all thoughts settle down again and I still try to get up. I somehow thought that it would be a shame to leave and throw everything away. But I already had such thoughts. I feel that the motivation is gone” (I4).
 

The increased workload was also one of the reasons why the teacher felt the symptoms of burnout syndrome:

The research participant said that the whole situation with the education of refugee children and relations with others harmed her self-esteem.

The results of the study revealed that teachers have many different responsibilities and work roles that they perform in the education of refugee children. When working with refugee children, teachers are faced with loneliness, which manifest itself not only in relationships with colleagues and others, but also with themselves. The teacher experiences different feelings when he/she feels left alone without help, in a completely new situation. It is in such moments that the teacher’s personal character and his inner strength are manifested. The teacher becomes responsible not only for his/her own well-being, but also bears responsibility for the children, who also need help. The feeling of loneliness is personal, and it is not bad or good by itself, because it is an experience that gives the teacher a kind of freedom to look at the situation differently and discover his inner strength to act. Early age education teachers face different manifestations of loneliness, when loneliness is felt when being with others: colleagues, refugee children and their families, colleagues working in the administration. This makes the work process of teachers even more difficult, because in the absence of help and support from others, the teacher has to take responsibility for protecting refugee children and at the same time help himself. If the teacher is not given the help they need in time, teachers experience not only daily stress and psychological tension, but also the risk of burnout.





Discussion

According to UNHCR Key displacement and solutions trends in the first half of 2024 data, at the end of June 2024, the global refugee population reached 43.7 million, an increase of 1 per cent from the end of 2023. This number includes 15.3 million children refugees under UNHCR mandate and other children in need of international protection (Unicef Data: Monitoring the Situation of Children and Women, 2024). These figures show that the number of refugees, including children, is growing and countries need to find long-term solutions not only to welcome, integrate and help refugees to socialize in their new country, but also to find ways to ensure that refugee children receive an appropriate and high-quality education.

The education of refugee children is not a new issue globally, but it is a relatively uncharted area in Lithuania. This situation marks the first time that the Lithuanian state has had to accommodate a significant number of refugee children within its educational institutions. Consequently, the lack of experience and knowledge in this area has led to various barriers to education. As is the case worldwide, refugee children in Lithuania possess both a legal and a moral right to education. Many countries face challenges in their national education systems due to large influxes of refugees; however, there remains a tendency to view these flows as isolated incidents rather than as integral parts of global dynamics. Education systems must respond responsibly to these changes in order to create stable conditions for providing quality education to refugee children. As a result, a gap is developing between the legal right of refugee children to education and its practical implementation. Access to national education systems for refugee children is increasingly becoming part of the problem rather than merely a solution to the challenges posed by deterritorialization and the cosmopolitan nature of refugee flows (Rönnström and Roth, 2024).

The results of the study revealed that teachers working with refugee children face different situations every day that are completely new to them, and the education of a refugee child seems to be a new and never-before-studied phenomenon for the teacher. The refugee child and immigrant or foreigner are not similar concepts. The education of refugee children covers many areas, and the teacher faces different social and psychological situations: cultural differences, adaptation, socialization, psychological state of children after coming from the war zone. The teacher becomes responsible for the process of adaptation and socialization of refugee children and ensuring the daily needs of their families (Cerna, 2019; Gagné et al., 2017).

In order to ensure equal opportunities for educational achievements and inclusive education of refugee children, it is first of all necessary to assess not only the knowledge of the child’s native language, but also the teacher’s ability to communicate with refugee children. The results of the study revealed that, due to the lack of knowledge of foreign languages, it was difficult for teachers to communicate not only with refugee children, but also with their parents. In countries like Sweden, the host educational establishments not only offer special preparatory classes, but also try to ensure that such classes are staffed by teachers who speak different languages, who will not only more easily meet the diverse needs of the child but will also speed up the child’s learning of the national language and help children adapt to the new environment more easily by making friends, learning local culture, language or traditions (Popov and Erik, 2015).

An early childhood education teacher who educates refugee children becomes “Almighty” because she is all alone in the process of educating refugee children, and the lack of necessary help becomes a daily norm. The research showed that teachers face not only a lack of help from other professionals when admitting and educating refugee children or a lack of communication with colleagues, but the most important thing that the research results revealed is that the teacher faces different feelings and internal experiences, such as loneliness, burnout or war induced psychological tension. The teacher feels alone, abandoned, not needed by anyone in the process of education. Informants testify that they feel left alone because the administration is unable or unwilling to listen to the teachers’ request for help, and in some cases the teachers themselves are afraid to ask for help due to strained relations between colleagues at the workplace. The teacher says: “I am all alone, I am on my own, like a boat in the ocean”. In the absence of external help in the form of psychological or social support, teachers often face various psychological problems such as burnout, fatigue and stress (Karkouti et al., 2021).



Conclusion

	1. The results of the study revealed that the lack of a common language is one of the biggest challenges in admitting refugee children and their families to early childhood education establishments. Due to the lack of a common language and the lack of prior preparation of the administration of educational institutions to admission of refugee families, teachers are left to think on their own how to provide general information to such families. The teachers try to use various information technologies in order to transfer at least some information to the parents, which would facilitate their stay in the host country.
	2. During the research, it was identified that teachers face different challenges every day when educating and working with refugee children. Cultural differences, peculiarities of the socialization of a foreign-speaking child, lack of information about the admission and education of refugee children, and the lack of preparation for working with a child who has just arrived from a war zone are some of the main challenges faced by teachers who work and educate newly arrived refugee children.
	3. Teachers of educational institutions often lacked help not only from their colleagues or the administration of the educational institution, but it was also revealed that no information was provided on time either from the education departments of the cities or from the Ministry of Education, Science and Sports. When the admission of refugee children to educational institutions in Lithuania started, teachers were not provided with any necessary information that could have helped them properly prepare for the admission of such children to early childhood education establishments. When the process of admitting refugee children into educational institutions began and there was a lack of at least minimal information on how to properly and qualitatively educate children, teachers not only collected information from various sources, but this made them feel lonely, having to find out and search on their own for information, how to work properly with refugee children.
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Purpose: The main objective of this research is to examine the influence of Omani school organizational climate and teachers’ self-efficacy on their innovative teaching practices. Moreover, the current study aimed to test the mediating role of teachers’ self-efficacy in the relationship between the two constructs.
Research method: This study employed the cross-sectional survey method to collect data from 368 primary school teachers in Muscat employing the simple random sampling procedure. Structural equation modeling (SEM) through AMOS was utilized in two main steps: measurement model and structural model to analyze the study data.
Findings: The findings revealed a statistically significant influence of Omani school organizational climate and teachers’ self-efficacy on their innovative behavior. Moreover, teachers’ self-efficacy was found to mediate the relationship between the two variables.
Implications: These outcomes provide valuable insights for policymakers, urging them to consider the dimensions of school climate and teachers’ self-efficacy. Such considerations can yield positive effects on the enhancement of teachers’ innovative behavior, thereby improving the overall learning process.
Originality: In light of these findings, the study suggests that fostering the development of school climate and teachers’ self-efficacy should be encouraged to promote innovative behavior within Omani primary schools.
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Introduction

In recent years, the educational landscape has witnessed a transformative shift driven by innovation to enhance student engagement and learning outcomes. These modern pedagogical approaches, grounded in educational research, emphasize active learning, technology integration and personalized instruction (Li and Wang, 2024). To adequately cater to students’ needs, schools must invest in advanced infrastructure and employ teachers who demonstrate both competence and a propensity for innovation (Al-refaei et al., 2024). According to Nguyen et al. (2021), it is essential for teachers to continually innovate in their pedagogical approaches, whether working individually or collaboratively. Schools should, therefore, foster an environment conducive to the development and assimilation of novel ideas, methods and strategies that teachers can readily understand and implement (Li and Wang, 2024; Chou et al., 2019; Alshuhumi et al., 2024).

The school climate and teachers’ self-efficacy are pivotal elements in the educational ecosystem, significantly influencing various outcomes, including coping strategies (Samfira and Paloş, 2021), teachers’ innovative behaviors (Bandura, 1997; Çimen et al., 2023). The school climate, encompassing the quality and character of school life, affects teachers’ motivation, job satisfaction and overall performance (Thatok and Siti, 2023; Abigail De Arellano et al., 2023; Al-Refaei et al., 2024c; Bradshaw et al., 2014). Positive school climates are associated with collaborative environments, supportive leadership and professional growth opportunities, which can foster creativity and innovation among teachers (Afsar et al., 2019; Finch et al., 2023). Research indicates that high self-efficacy is linked to greater resilience, openness to new ideas and proactive behavior in the classroom (Bandura, 1997; Bandura, 1978).

Both educators and institutions must be willing to embrace novel viewpoints, cutting-edge curriculum designs, contemporary teaching techniques and educational technology if they hope to see appreciable gains in the quality of instruction (Hill and France, 2020; Nguyen et al., 2019; Nurjaman et al., 2019; Al-Refaei et al., 2024a). The ability of educators to innovate and their sense of self-efficacy are inextricably linked to improving the quality of instruction (Tobin et al., 2006; Gkontelos et al., 2023; Lambriex-Schmitz et al., 2020). According to Chand et al. (2020), innovative teaching requires motivating students to apply what they have learned in the classroom to real-world situations.

In education, innovative behavior includes activities directed toward conceiving and implementing novel ideas, products, technologies, or work processes to enhance the efficiency and effectiveness of an educational institution (Wahyuningtias and Nugroho, 2023; Bo, 2019; Widodo et al., 2020). Prioritizing and cultivating innovative behavior among teachers is imperative due to their substantial presence and central role in driving the educational system forward (Widiastuti and Kusmaryani, 2022; Izzati et al., 2023). Teachers with innovative behavior are better equipped to confront the challenges facing the education system, especially in an era of rapid technological advancements and global communication (Widiastuti and Kusmaryani, 2022; Izzati et al., 2023; Ibrahim et al., 2024; Ateeq et al., 2024a).

Innovative teaching encompasses applying novel and sophisticated methods and materials in teacher-student interactions, thereby nurturing students’ creative thinking abilities (Hosseini and Shirazi, 2021). Teachers who possess a high degree of self-efficacy have confidence in their capacity to tackle and overcome obstacles in the classroom and beyond (Sánchez-Rosas et al., 2022; Zainal and Mohd Matore, 2021). Teachers who possess this self-efficacy are confident in their ability to solve pedagogical challenges and dedicated to lifelong learning from their experiences and environment to succeed as instructors (Musadad et al., 2022).

Unfortunately, there has been limited progress in the extent of innovative behavior exhibited by teachers in Oman over the years, which is a cause for concern (Al-Abdali and Al-Balushi, 2016). Research indicates that leadership and self-efficacy are the two most influential factors that affect teachers’ innovative behavior in schools (Zainal and Matore, 2019). The creation of innovation in education relies heavily on teachers’ inclination toward innovative behavior (Hasanefendic et al., 2017; George and Sabapathy, 2011; Choi and Kang, 2021). Therefore, it is crucial to prioritize efforts to nurture and empower teachers with innovative behavior.

Additionally, several researchers have provided empirical evidence of the strong and positive correlation between teachers’ innovative teaching practices and the organizational (school) climate (Thatok and Siti, 2023; Medina Nilasari et al., 2023; Xiaofeng et al., 2022; Dewantara et al., 2023; Al-Refaei et al., 2024b). However, there have also been instances where the impact of school climate on innovative teaching practices was found to be insignificant. For instance, Newman et al. (2020) and Zee et al. (2024) discovered that school climate did not have a significant positive relationship with innovative teaching practices. To break this impasse, further studies are needed to investigate the effect of school climate on innovative practices among teachers.

Another gap in the literature is that earlier research (Bartlett et al., 2022; Li and Wang, 2024; Anurupa and Debdulal, 2023; Gkontelos et al., 2023) tended to look at the relationship piecemeal and independently between teachers’ creative teaching approaches, school climate and self-efficacy. Even if teachers’ self-efficacy is influenced by the school climate it also influences teachers’ creative teaching methods (Bartlett et al., 2022; Li and Wang, 2024). Additionally, a number of empirical studies have found that instructors’ innovative teaching techniques are significantly predicted by their self-efficacy (Anurupa and Debdulal, 2023; Gkontelos et al., 2023). Previous studies have not examined the precise relationship between school climate and innovative teaching practices across diverse cultural contexts, nor have they explored how teacher self-efficacy mediates these variables specifically within primary school settings. Addressing these gaps could enhance our understanding of key factors that foster culturally diverse innovative teaching practices (Ialuna et al., 2024), particularly in primary school settings. Given these shortcomings, the present study aims to scrutinize the relationships between school climate, teachers’ self-efficacy and innovative teaching practices, particularly examining the role of teachers’ self-efficacy in mediating the link between school climate and teachers’ innovative teaching practices in the Omani school context.



Conceptual framework

The conceptual framework outlines the relationships between the three major constructs in the study. The concept emphasizes how two of these constructs—school environment and teachers’ self-efficacy—are multidimensional. Three sub-constructs of instructors’ self-efficacy are found: effectiveness in managing the classroom, effectiveness in engaging students and effectiveness in teaching practices (Tschannen-Moran and Hoy, 2001). It acts as a mediator between instructors’ creative teaching methods and the school climate. The links between teachers’ self-efficacy, creative teaching methods and school atmosphere are illustrated by the conceptual framework (Figure 1).
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FIGURE 1
 Study conceptual framework.




Literature review and hypotheses development


School climate and teachers’ innovative behavior

Organizational climate significantly influences innovative behavior, as evidenced by various studies. Organizational innovative climate triggers psychological safety perceptions, impacting improvisational behavior and creative self-efficacy moderates this relationship, highlighting the importance of organizational characteristics in fostering innovative behaviors (Xiaofeng et al., 2022; Lecic et al., 2023). Furthermore, it has been observed that an innovative work environment positively influences both organizational learning behavior and innovative work behavior. The latter serves as a mediator in the relationship between the two former constructs, highlighting the significance of an environment that fosters innovation in organizations (Dewantara et al., 2023; You et al., 2022). Additionally, there is a positive correlation between the climate of innovation within an organization and innovative behavior. This relationship is fully mediated by psychological ownership and it is moderated by task interdependence (You et al., 2022). These findings highlight the intricate interactions between various factors that impact innovation in organizations (You et al., 2022; Xu et al., 2022). According to Ionica et al. (2019), instructors in schools that have a positive organizational climate tend to be more inventive. Considering these findings, the following hypothesis is put forth:

 Hypothesis 1 (H1): Omani primary school climate directly and significantly impacts teachers’ innovative teaching practices.





School climate and teachers’ self-efficacy

School climate plays a pivotal role in nurturing teachers’ self-efficacy beliefs, which are critical determinants of their professional effectiveness and ability to impact student outcomes positively (Kutsyuruba et al., 2015). As Bartlett et al. (2022) highlight in their work entitled, “Sustainability,” a supportive school climate that fosters environmental justice pedagogies can enhance teachers’ self-efficacy for climate action. Similarly, Li and Wang's (2024) underscores how innovative teaching practices and a sustainable learning environment contribute to bolstering academic motivation and mental well-being among students, indirectly influenced by teachers’ self-efficacy. The quality of the school climate, encompassing factors. Such as collegial relationships, administrative support and opportunities for professional growth, has been consistently linked to higher levels of teacher self-efficacy across multiple studies. Kutsyuruba et al. (2015), in their comprehensive review, synthesized evidence indicating that a positive school climate is associated with improved teacher self-efficacy, which in turn positively impacts student achievement and well-being. Furthermore, specific aspects of the school climate, such as a cooperative environment and classroom autonomy, have been shown to enhance teacher efficacy and job satisfaction. Lee et al. (1991) in their seminal work, indicated that these factors play a crucial role in shaping teachers’ self-efficacy beliefs. Similarly, Chester and Beaudin (1996) found that school practices like collaboration significantly influence teacher self-efficacy, which can vary based on factors such as age and experience. Based on these findings, the following hypothesis is proposed:


Hypothesis 2 (H2): The school climate directly and significantly impacts teachers’ self-efficacy.
 



Teachers’ self-efficacy and their innovative teaching practices

Teachers’ self-efficacy is a key factor in encouraging innovative work behavior (IWB) among educators. Teachers’ self-efficacy, defined as their belief in their capability to execute necessary actions to achieve desired outcomes, is crucial in determining their willingness to adopt and implement innovative teaching practices (Tschannen-Moran and Hoy, 2001). Research has demonstrated a positive correlation between instructors’ IWB and innovative self-efficacy (ISE), suggesting that greater levels of self-belief in one’s capacity for innovation translate into more inventive behaviors (Anurupa and Debdulal, 2023; Gkontelos et al., 2023). Furthermore, there is evidence connecting teacher self-efficacy (TSE) to work-related stress, motivation and job satisfaction. TSE levels in different areas of teaching are influenced by cross-curriculum skills preparation and innovative campus cultures (Sodergren et al., 2023). Furthermore, it has been observed that teachers’ self-innovativeness has a major impact on their self-efficacy in distance learning and their teaching practices during difficult times like the COVID-19 pandemic. This highlights the significance of encouraging teachers to adopt an innovative mindset through professional development programs in order to improve their overall effectiveness in adjusting to new teaching methods (Frank and Nudque, 2022).


Hypothesis 3 (H3): Omani primary school teachers’ self-efficacy directly and significantly impacts their innovative teaching practices.
 



The mediating role of teachers’ self-efficacy

Organizational (school) climate influences teachers’ self-efficacy (Bartlett et al., 2022; Shah et al., 2022; Abigail De Arellano et al., 2023). In this context, teachers who experience good level of school climate, such as supportive leadership, collegial relationships, and professional development opportunities are likely to develop a strong sense of innovative teaching practices (Kwon, 2018; Rodríguez and Segovia, 2021). In turn, teachers’ self-efficacy significantly influences their innovative teaching practices (Anurupa and Debdulal, 2023; Gkontelos et al., 2023; Sodergren et al., 2023). Teachers with a robust sense of self-efficacy are more likely to exhibit innovative work behavior (Çimen et al., 2023).

Therefore, creating an environment in schools where instructors feel confident in their abilities is crucial to promoting innovation in learning environments, which benefits professional growth and instructional quality. The relationships between teachers’ innovative behavior and school climate (H1), teachers’ innovative behavior and self-efficacy (H2) and teachers’ self-efficacy and school climate (H3) have all been supported by empirical evidence in the previous discussions. Three main research hypotheses are developed because of these findings and will be investigated in this study. There is enough evidence based on the relationships between these constructs to speculate that instructors’ self-efficacy has a mediation role (Baron and Kenny, 1986). As a result, this research anticipates that:


Hypothesis 4 (H4): Teachers’ self-efficacy plays a mediating role in the relationship between Omani primary school climate and teachers’ innovative teaching practices.
 




Research methodology


Instrument

The present investigation employed a quantitative research methodology, utilizing a cross-sectional research design to gather data. Three of the 38 items on the structured questionnaire were devoted to gathering demographic data from the respondents. The pertinent metrics utilized in prior research were the basis for these questionnaire items, which were modified somewhat to suit the domain setting of the study.

	1. The present study used four main scales: (1) sociodemographic details; (2) the Innovative Teaching Practices Scale developed by De Jong and Den Hartog (2008), which includes 10 items such as ‘I regularly introduce new teaching methods’; (3) the Teacher Efficacy Scale, developed by Tschannen-Moran and Hoy (2001), containing 15 items across three subscales; for example “I can get through to the most difficult students” and “I can use instructional strategies that help students learn,” and (4) the School Climate Scale, adapted from Bradshaw et al. (2014). Which includes 18 items such as “Teachers and students get along well in this school” and “the school’s physical environment is clean and well-maintained.” The reliability of each scale was confirmed with Cronbach’s alpha values ranging from 0.941 to 0.976.

Respondents were asked to score statements based on how much they agreed with each statement on a five-point Likert scale. Five leaders and educators from different colleges evaluated the measuring items to determine their face validity. They offered comments on the items’ length and clarity. The questionnaire’s elements were then combined into a validation template and given to subject-matter experts for additional validation. These experts evaluated how well the items aligned with operational construct definitions and offered clarification feedback. Furthermore, the internal reliability of the study model for each of the three constructs, namely: teacher efficacy, innovative behavior and school climate was assessed using Cronbach’s alpha.



Research context and participants

This research was carried out at primary schools in Muscat with a total of 7,303 teachers. The study provides a detailed analysis of the characteristics of the survey respondents, focusing on three key variables, namely: gender, qualification and years of experience. The data, which includes 368 respondents, was carefully examined to uncover valuable insights. The sample showed a roughly equal distribution of gender representation with 49% female respondents and 51% male. Qualification-wise, most respondents (73%) had a bachelor’s degree, a postgraduate degree was held by a lesser percentage (20%) and only a minority (7%) claimed having a diploma. In terms of job experience, the most common group reported by participants (53%) is those having 16 years or more of experience. In contrast, just 9% reported having 5–10 years of experience, while 26.1% reported having 11–15 years and 12% had fewer than 5 years. This data offers insightful information about the demography of the surveyed group, laying the groundwork for additional research and interpretation of the study’s findings (Table 1).



TABLE 1 Sample breakdown.
[image: Table displaying demographic data with variables: gender, qualification, and years of experience. For gender, males comprise 51% (189), females 49% (179). Qualifications show diplomas at 7% (27), bachelors at 73% (267), postgraduates at 20% (74). Experience categories: less than 5 years at 12% (42), 5 to 10 years at 9% (34), 11 to 15 years at 26% (96), 16 years and more at 53% (196). Total count is 368 at 100%.]

The sampling technique employed in this study was simple random sampling. Researchers generated a comprehensive list of primary schools in the Muscat databases, which served as the sampling frame. The requisite sample size was achieved by randomly selecting staff numbers from this frame. A sample size of 368 participants was determined to be sufficient for the research objectives and the application of Structural Equation Modeling (SEM), as suggested by Hair et al. (2019) and Kline (2023). The questionnaire was administered to each teacher whose number was selected, thereby ensuring equal representation among participants.



Data analysis procedure

After screening the study data, testing the main assumptions and conducting descriptive analysis of the demographic variables using SPSS (version 26), the covariance-based SEM was employed. The model-fitting programs used for analysis was AMOS 26.0. This was done to analyze the conceptual framework of this research. It was conducted in two main steps, i.e., measurement model which is meant to ensure the data composite reliability and construct validity in terms of its convergent and discriminant validity.




Results


Measurement validation

The initial step in conducting covariance-based SEM involves establishing the measurement model to ensure composite reliability and construct validity, including both convergent and divergent validity aspects. As depicted in Figures 2, a Confirmatory Factor Analysis (CFA) was executed for the three constructs under scrutiny in this study: teachers’ efficacy, school climate and innovative teaching practices. The primary aim of the CFA was to validate each dimension within the present sample.

[image: Structural equation model diagram showing variables F1, F6, F7, F9, F10, F12, TE, SC, and TIB in ovals with directional arrows indicating relationships. Various rectangular boxes labeled SC1a to SC18c and TE1a to TE14c are linked to the ovals. Model statistics: Chi-Square = 1910.772, DF = 685, P = .000, CMIN/DF = 2.789, CFI = .913, TLI = .905, RMSEA = .070.]

FIGURE 2
 Measurement model.


The measurement model was iterated multiple times, using modification indices to identify low-loading components. Nevertheless, no items deemed objectionable were found. Results from the final measuring model that did not include the flagged items were satisfactory. Degrees of freedom (df) = 685, a p-value of 0.000 and a chi-square (X2) value of 1910.772 all indicate a strong overall model fit. In addition, Hair et al. (2020) reported that the Root Mean Square Error of Approximation (RMSEA) was 0.070, much below the 0.08 criterion. Furthermore, the Tucker-Lewis Index (TLI) was 0.905 and the Comparative Fit Index (CFI) was 0.913 both surpassed the suggested threshold of 0.90 (Kline, 2023; Zumrah et al., 2021). According to Figure 1, these overall goodness-of-fit indices show that the measurement model fits the data quite well.

The study thoroughly evaluated the three main requirements to ensure the psychometric properties of the model: composite reliability, discriminant validity and convergent validity. Item loadings were considered acceptable because they exceeded the recommended level of 0.50 as shown in Figure 1 and Table 2 (Hair et al., 2019). Considering that the items showed significant loadings above 0.50 and that the average variance extracted (AVE) was also greater than 0.50, this suggests an appropriate convergent validity criterion (Hair et al., 2017). In addition, the composite reliability (CR) value was examined and found to be higher than the recommended standard of 0.70. This is strong evidence supporting the validity of the model (Hair et al., 2017; Ateeq et al., 2024b). Assessment of composite reliability (CR) is vital since it aids in the internal consistency and reliability of the measurement model. Table 2 below shows the convergent validity and reliability of items.



TABLE 2 Convergent validity and reliability.
[image: Table illustrating loadings, standard errors, critical ratios, p-values, composite reliability, and average variance extracted for school climate, teacher efficacy, and teacher innovation behavior. Variables include safety, engagement, environment, and efficacy in different teaching dimensions. Loadings range from 0.633 to 0.912, with significant p-values. Composite reliability and AVE are displayed for each category.]

To prove divergent validity, Table 3 shows the AVE variables in a diagonal representation. Inter-factor correlations are found below the diagonal, whereas squared inter-factor correlation values, which represent shared variance, are shown above it. The discriminant validity of each inter-factor correlation is supported because it is less than 0.8. Importantly, the fact that each AVE factor has a higher value than its squared intercorrelations with all other factors clearly suggests the existence of divergent validity. Specifically, this indicates that each component of the study is distinct and does not significantly overlap, indicating that the study measures all the desired constructs.



TABLE 3 Divergent validity.
[image: Table displaying construct correlations and statistics. Rows: TIB, SC, TE. Columns: CR, AVE, TIB, SC, TE. Figures include CR and AVE values, with bold entries indicating squared inter-factor correlations. A note explains bold values.]



Assessment of the structural model and testing of hypotheses

Following a thorough psychometric examination to confirm the measurement model’s validity and reliability, the model underwent additional transformation into a structural model based on conjectured causal pathways in place of correlations between dimensions. By accepted best practices, only the exogenous constructs were permitted to stay correlated to account for any covariance between dimensions (Hair et al., 2017).

The hypothesized structural model was estimated using maximum likelihood estimation (MLE) and the Analysis of Structures (AMOS version 26.0) on the collected data. The model’s outcomes were evaluated using goodness of fit indices and rationality of parameter estimations. Additionally, the squared multiple correlation (SMC) between the indicators was examined. Figure 3 shows results with a chi-square (X2) value of 1910.772, a p-value of 0.000 and degrees of freedom (df) = 685. Furthermore, the Root Mean Square Error of Approximation (RMSEA) was found to be 0.070, a substantial decrease from the recommended threshold value of 0.08 (Kline, 2023). Additionally, both the CFI at 0.913 and the Tucker-Lewis Index (TLI) at 0.905 exceeded the recommended threshold of 0.90 (Kline, 2023; Nasser et al., 2024). Hence, these findings demonstrate that the data is in line with the suggested model, proving that the structural model could adequately explain the data.

[image: Structural equation model diagram illustrating relationships between variables, including observable variables TIB1 to TIB10 and SC1a to SC18c, and latent variables F1, F6, F9, F10, F12, SC, TE, and TIB. Paths with coefficients indicate strengths and directions. Fit indices include Chi-Square 1910.772, Degrees of Freedom 685, and RMSEA .070, showing model fit.]

FIGURE 3
 Structural model.


The final structural model’s results are shown in Figure 2, which also shows the standardized path coefficients. According to the results, 85% of the variation in the innovative teaching practices of Omani primary school teachers can be explained by the model. Figure 2 and Table 4 show that school climate has a statistically significant direct impact on innovative teaching practices (β =0.148, p < 0.05) and teachers’ self-efficacy (β = 0.826, p < 0.05) of primary school teachers in Oman.



TABLE 4 The direct hypotheses.
[image: Table showing structural path analysis results. Paths: H1 (SC to TIB) with beta 0.148, critical ratio 2.694, p-value 0.007; H2 (SC to TE) with beta 0.826, critical ratio 13.696, p-value 0.000; H3 (TE to TIB) with beta 0.798, critical ratio 11.358, p-value 0.000. All paths are supported.]

Furthermore, teachers’ self-efficacy has a direct and significant impact on the innovative teaching practices of primary school teachers (β = 0.798, p < 0.05). Consequently, the model offers empirical support for all three of the study’s direct hypotheses, emphasizing the important connections among school climate, teachers’ self-efficacy and the innovative teaching practices of Oman’s primary school teachers.



Analysis of the mediating effect

The significance test for the mediating role of teachers’ self-efficacy in the relationship between school climate and the innovative teaching practices of primary school teachers in Oman was conducted using a bootstrapping method, following methodological recommendations. Specifically, 1,000 bootstrap samples and 95% confidence intervals were used in a bias-corrected bootstrap approach. Table 5 shows the results of the bootstrapping procedure.

The bootstrapping analysis’s findings illustrate that teachers’ self-efficacy has a statistically significant mediating effect on the impact of school climate on innovative teaching practices at a level of less than 0.01. This result shows that school climate indirectly impacts the innovative teaching practices of Omani teachers at primary schools through their self-efficacy.



TABLE 5 Bootstrap results: standardized indirect effect.
[image: A table presents the results of a hypothesis test labeled H4, showing the path effect SC → TE → TIB. The beta coefficient is 0.659, marked as highly significant and practically important. The standard error is 0.089, with a 95% confidence interval ranging from 0.516 to 0.802. The p-value is 0.001, indicating statistical significance, and the decision is marked as supported.]




Discussion

This study investigated how Oman’s school climate affected the innovative teaching practices that primary teachers taught their subjects, with an emphasis on the role that teachers’ self-efficacy played as a mediator. The results offer strong support for the theories that teachers’ innovative teaching techniques and self-efficacy are highly influenced by school climate and that self-efficacy plays a crucial role as a mediator in this relationship.

The findings supported H1 by showing that school climate significantly influences the creative teaching strategies used by Omani primary school teachers. The results align with previous research suggesting that school climate plays a significant role (Xiaofeng et al., 2022; Lecic et al., 2023; Zhou et al., 2024; Kouhsari et al., 2024). According to Dewantara et al. (2022), a creative work environment and organizational learning behavior are positively correlated with organizational climate. In a similar vein, Ionica et al. (2019) and Zee et al. (2024) discovered that instructors in schools tend to be more inventive when there is a positive organizational climate. These findings collectively underscore the substantial role that school plays in promoting innovative behaviors among teachers, particularly in the context of Omani primary schools.

The study also confirmed that school climate significantly impacts teachers’ self-efficacy, thereby supporting H2. This aligns with previous research highlighting a strong positive correlation between school climate and teacher self-efficacy (Bartlett et al., 2022; Li and Wang, 2024). Chester and Beaudin (1996) found that school practices like collaboration significantly influence teacher self-efficacy, which can vary based on factors such as age and experience. Moreover, Kutsyuruba et al. (2015) in their comprehensive review, synthesized evidence indicating that a positive school climate is associated with improved teacher self-efficacy, which positively impacts student achievement and well-being. These findings suggest that school climate is instrumental in enhancing teachers’ confidence in their capabilities, which is essential for their professional growth and effectiveness.

The research further revealed that teachers’ self-efficacy significantly impacts their innovative behavior, supporting H3. This is in line with studies demonstrating a positive association between innovative self-efficacy and teachers’ innovative work behavior (Anurupa and Debdulal, 2023; Gkontelos et al., 2023; Malinen et al., 2024). Sodergren et al. (2023) linked teacher self-efficacy to job satisfaction, motivation and work-related stress, noting that an innovative campus culture and cross-curriculum skills preparation can influence self-efficacy levels in various teaching aspects. During the COVID-19 pandemic, Frank and Nudque (2022) found that teachers’ self-innovativeness significantly impacted their distance learning self-efficacy and teaching practices. These findings underscore the importance of promoting teachers’ self-efficacy to enhance their innovative capabilities, particularly in adapting to new and challenging teaching environments.

The bootstrapping analysis indicated that the mediating paths of teachers’ self-efficacy were statistically significant at a level lower than 0.01, thereby supporting H4. This finding highlights the critical role of self-efficacy in mediating the relationship between school climate and teachers’ innovative teaching practices. This is in line with Hammad et al. (2024) which found that the influence of principal instructional leadership on differentiated instruction was indirectly facilitated through the mediation of teacher collaboration and teacher self-efficacy. Simbula et al. (2011) found that self-efficacy mediated the relationship between job resources (including a positive school climate) and work engagement among teachers, which can foster innovative behaviors. Similarly, Aldrup et al. (2018) reported that self-efficacy mediated the effects of school organizational climate on teachers’ innovative teaching practices. Gu and Day (2013) highlighted the importance of self-efficacy beliefs in mediating the impact of school climate on teachers’ motivation and commitment to innovate their instructional approaches. Similarly, Hosford and O'Sullivan (2016) revealed that a supportive school climate enhanced teachers’ self-efficacy, which then promoted greater innovation in their pedagogical strategies.



Limitations and future research

The current study has two main limitations. Firstly, as its sample (368 respondents) was drawn from findings the Omani primary school teachers, it may not be fully representative of the entire education system in Oman. Hence, to obtain a more comprehensive understanding, future investigations should include larger and more diverse samples of Omani teachers across all educational levels and from various governorates. Additionally, comparative studies between primary and secondary school teachers could offer valuable insights into potential variations in the impact of school climate and self-efficacy on innovative teaching practices.

Secondly, the study’s reliance on cross-sectional data gathered through questionnaires limits the establishment of causal relationships between variables. While the quantitative data reveals associations, it does not provide in-depth explanations for why these relationships exist. Employing qualitative data could provide valuable context-specific information to elucidate the underlying mechanisms that connect school climate, teachers’ self-efficacy and teaching innovative practices. Mixed-method research, which combines qualitative and quantitative methods, may provide a more thorough and all-encompassing understanding of the interactions among the study’s variables.



Implications and recommendations

This study’s examination of the impact of school climate and teachers’ self-efficacy on innovative teaching practices in Omani primary schools offers several important implications for education. Firstly, the research indicates that fostering a positive school climate and enhancing teachers’ self-efficacy can promote innovative teaching practices. Strategies to achieve this include creating a safe and supportive teaching and learning environment, encouraging teamwork among teachers, supporting the generation of original ideas and delivering high-quality educational services. Providing teachers with autonomy, nurturing trust and cohesion and offering necessary support are key actions that can help school administrations enhance innovative teaching practices.

Secondly, the study underscores the importance of psychological beliefs in influencing innovative teaching methods. Teachers with higher self-efficacy are more confident in overcoming obstacles and implementing innovative practices. Thus, interventions aimed at boosting teachers’ self-efficacy, such as targeted professional development programs and supportive mentoring, should be prioritized.

The practical implications for educational policymakers and school administrators in Oman are significant. They should work to create a supportive environment that recognizes and rewards innovation. Allocating resources and incentives for teachers to experiment with new methodologies can further stimulate their willingness to innovate.

Moreover, continuous assessment and improvement are essential. Schools should systematically evaluate the impact of school climate and teachers’ self-efficacy on innovative teaching practices. Implementing feedback mechanisms from teachers, students and other stakeholders can provide valuable insights, identify challenges and refine strategies to effectively foster innovation.

Finally, sharing successful examples of innovative teaching practices is crucial. Establishing platforms for knowledge exchange and celebrating innovative achievements can inspire other educators and create a collaborative atmosphere that supports a collective commitment to innovation in Omani primary schools.



Conclusion

This research highlights the crucial role of educators in fostering innovation to address educational challenges in an era of rapid advancements and global communication. The study investigated the relationship between school climate, teachers’ self-efficacy and their innovative teaching practices in Omani primary schools. The findings indicated that both school climate and teachers’ self-efficacy significantly influence innovative teaching practices. Additionally, school climate indirectly impacts these practices through teachers’ self-efficacy.

These results underscore the importance of understanding the drivers of innovative teaching to enhance the educational environment. Integrating school climate and teachers’ self-efficacy into educational plans can enable the Ministry of Education to promote innovative teaching, improving learning outcomes in Omani primary schools. The study advocates for incorporating these factors into teacher training programs to foster a culture of innovation. It also emphasizes the need for the Ministry to prioritize training in these areas to sustain innovative teaching practices in the evolving educational landscape. Overall, this study provides valuable insights for developing policies and programs to enhance innovative teaching in Omani schools.
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This study investigates how teachers' strategies and learners' behavior contribute to the development of self-regulated skills (SRL) in primary education. The development of SRL in this level of education is not well investigated, yet SRL skills are important indicators of students' success in later years of their studies. The study responds to the scientific and practical problem related to the fact that teachers are not sufficiently familiar with the teaching of SRL in the classroom. The article is based on the data gained from self-reported questionnaires on SRL development for fourth graders (n = 253) and their class teachers (n = 16) in Lithuania. Multiple regression analysis was used to analyse the survey data and to identify the interaction relationships between the participants. Four main predictors of the development of SRL skills in primary education were identified including teachers' attitudes toward teaching, teachers' support strategies for students, learning environment and students' perceived teacher support. The results indicate that students' perceived teacher support and learning situations modeled by teachers through the learning environment significantly impact the development of SRL skills in primary education.
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Introduction

Students spend countless hours at school not only pursuing new knowledge or abilities but also learning to learn—that is, learning to systematically govern their thoughts, feelings and actions to achieve an academic goal (Zeidner and Stoeger, 2019). This process is called “self-regulated learning (SRL). SRL is a multidimensional construct that links cognitive, metacognitive, behavioral and affective–motivational content related to academic learning (Panadero, 2017). Particularly in primary education, developing self-regulation in students is challenged by the impacts of different instructional strategies (Vandevelde et al., 2016). SRL skills are important indicators of student success (Donatella et al., 2023), but many students encounter difficulties in self-regulation. It has been extensively investigated (Donatella et al., 2023; Karlen et al., 2021; Schunk and Greene, 2018). For example, the development of SRL skills has been analyzed in different teaching and learning contexts, but research recommendations for further analyses emphasize that the results are not always transferable to educational solutions (Tzimas and Demetriadis, 2024). Nevertheless, another study has found in classroom settings, SRL can be better developed and supported by teachers (Callan et al., 2022). When teachers' guided instructions and consistent reminders regarding self-regulation processes are combined with subject-specific strategies during lessons, students easily utilize SRL skills in multiple subjects (Dignath and Veenman, 2021). According to Cleary and Zimmerman (2004), helping students to become self-regulated learners means assisting them in acquiring the necessary skills and structuring their environment to facilitate their practice of and engagement in SRL. However, recent studies on teaching and learning have shown that only a fraction of students understand the learning process through the learning environment (LEN) created by their teacher (Muijs and Bokhove, 2020). Even if the LEN and the process are very well designed, they are not effective for the other learners without differentiated instructional strategies, as the content remains uncomprehended and unlearned (Xu et al., 2024). Thus, the development of self-regulation skills requires not only a LEN designed by the teacher but also a LEN that is inclusive, that reaches out to each student and that is personalized.

In Lithuania, there have been positive developments in improving the performance of primary school students, but the average quality of teaching is still not good, according to an external evaluation of schools (National Reforms in School Education, 2022). It has been pointed out that primary schools in the country should promote students' active learning more vigorously. In fact, as already mentioned, direct and indirect SRL has been recognized as an important school survival tool for students at all educational levels (Bjork et al., 2013). The aim of the study was to identify different student and teacher related factors that contribute to the development of students' SRL in primary school classrooms.


Development of self-regulated learning skills in primary education

Learning to learn among students starts in primary school, so it is important for teachers to focus on learning to learn earliest and to introduce their students to relevant learning strategies, as well as to how to apply them in their learning. Primary school lays important foundations for pupils' further learning in other stages, which obliges educators to reflect on the effectiveness of their approach to learning to learn, and to change it and even reconstruct the educational process if needed. Primary schools are aware of what and how their students need to learn but lack the knowledge and skills for better regulating their students' learning. Teachers, in particular, play a crucial role in students' SRL development, as SRL skills are not part of the natural maturation process and, thus, do not develop automatically but gradually develop as a child grows (Babiera and Quirap, 2024; Stoeger et al., 2014).

Previous studies have emphasized the need to support students' SRL development from an early age (Dignath and Büttner, 2008; Montroy et al., 2016), as students develop the ability to organize their learning during the primary school years (Lombaerts et al., 2009). According to Schunk and Zimmerman (2013), SRL can be successfully developed in the first years of primary school. Students need to be given sufficient time and opportunity to develop SRL skills that enable them to learn at deeper level and to adapt to different learning strategies in later grades. Younger students seem to be especially susceptible to SRL instruction, as they are still beginning to develop learning and self-efficacy beliefs, and thus, ineffective learning strategies may not yet be fully established in them (Montroy et al., 2016). SRL has has been shown to be a key concept in explaining students' persistence, initiative, and adaptive capacity (Zalazar-Jaime and Medrano, 2020). The ability to adapt that is a particularly important factor in the transition from primary to secondary school. However, the lack of focus on SRL in primary education, and during the transition period, presents students with learning challenges that they often lack the skills to overcome (Barber et al., 2011; Chaves-Barboza et al., 2017).

An engaging and motivating LEN is important for SRL across all subjects and all grades (Hafizoglu and Yerdelen, 2019). Learning action in the classroom environment has a crucial role in promoting students' self-regulation of their thoughts, feelings and actions (Sabourin et al., 2013). For example, researchers have found that self-regulated learners are more likely to seek out information (De Bruin et al., 2011) and advice (Clarebout et al., 2010). However, the learning environment must be appropriate to the students' development levels and must meet their needs (Kolovelonis et al., 2012). The LEN is directly and indirectly created and modeled in classrooms by teachers who must rise to the challenge of finding the right methods and strategies for creating and nurturing an inclusive LEN in primary education. Self-regulated learners have been found to expect more from their teachers than from their classmates and other participants in the LEN (Mulang, 2021). These highlight the role of the teacher in education and open up opportunities for them to develop their students' SRL abilities. However, there has been a lack of research on students' perceptions of a learning environment that would be conducive to their development of SRL.

TS, in particular, play a crucial role in students' SRL development, as SRL skills are not part of the natural maturation process and, thus, do not develop automatically but gradually develop as a child grows (Babiera and Quirap, 2024; Stoeger et al., 2014). Thus, it is important for teachers to focus on SRL development earliest and to introduce their students to relevant learning strategies, as well as to how to apply them in their learning. This obliges them to reflect on the effectiveness of their approach to learning to learn, and to change it and even reconstruct the educational process if needed. Schunk and Greene's (2018) analysis of SRL models suggested that to promote students' SRL, teachers consider students' beliefs about learning, emotion (Butler and Cartier, 2018), motivation (Vosniadou et al., 2024), cognition (Tsarava et al., 2022), metacognition (Bjork et al., 2013), the LEN (Vandevelde et al., 2016) and social interaction (Järvelä et al., 2023). On the other hand, Ryan and Patrick (2001) found that students who perceive their teachers as supportive are more confident, active and continuously engaged in learning. Schunk and Greene's (2018) analysis of SRL models further found that students perceive their teachers' support through the following: the teacher's teaching strategies (Van Rens and Groot, 2023), teaching approach (Bru et al., 2010) and the classroom environment as general atmosphere (Ryan and Patrick, 2001).

Teacher support strategies (TS) in learning are important resources in the learning process, because they respond to students' need for their teachers' encouragement, support and useful guidance (Xu et al., 2023). According to the self-determination theory (Ryan and Patrick, 2001), interpersonal relationships enhance students' intrinsic learning motivation, and students who believe their teachers support them are more engaged in their studies. Student engagement is an important indicator of the quality of students' learning process (Babiera and Quirap, 2024), which is influenced by internal and external factors, such as learning support and learning drive. Research has found that teachers' support was associated with satisfaction of students' basic psychological needs, which predicted self-regulation (Xu et al., 2023). Moreover, self-regulated learners have been found to pursue positive learning climates (Labuhn et al., 2010), and positive relationships between them and their teachers have been revealed as characterizing a LEN that promotes student success (Deci and Ryan, 2002; Eccles et al., 1997).

One of the interests in this study was TAT toward learning and the strategies teachers use to support student learning in the teaching process and help to develop the learning skills. While various studies have shown that the value of self-regulation in the learning process is undeniable, teachers still have limited understanding of self-regulated teaching and learning and can only rarely select and apply teaching strategies that promote more autonomous learning (Alvi and Gillies, 2021). Concerns about teachers' knowledge about SRL education have been evident in research (Dignath and Sprenger, 2020; Lawson et al., 2019). Therefore, the limited recognition of the SRL concept poses a significant challenge to teachers' attitudes (TAT) toward its promotion. One of the most exhilarating experiences a teacher can have is leading a class of enthusiastic, engaged students. However, in order to achieve this, students need relevant skills and appropriate support from teachers (Lawson et al., 2019). The types of tasks that teachers choose and assign to their students during lessons and homework have a direct impact on the nature of student learning (Karlen et al., 2020). Instructional tasks are an important part of the teacher's agency to influence SRL and represent a significant portion of the teacher's influence during a lesson (Karlen et al., 2020). Lesson tasks are a key part of the agency exercised by the teacher to influence SRL and constitute a substantial part of the influence exerted by the teacher during a lesson (Karlen et al., 2020). With a clear and precise TAT for SRL, teachers can share knowledge with their students by explaining them SRL strategies and the differences between self-regulated and non-self-regulated learning, to enrich their understanding of how students perceive particular learning contexts and how these perceptions influence their beliefs about themselves as learners, their goals, expectations and the choices they make about how to regulate their own learning process (Butler and Cartier, 2018; Wan et al., 2021). Therefore, to support this knowledge construction teachers need good quality knowledge about strategies for the SRL, so they could promote these strategies in their lessons (Kramarski and Kohen, 2017). The effective use of these strategies has been shown to have significant effects on student achievement (Schunk and Greene, 2018; Lawson et al., 2019).

Research also suggests that teacher support is important in the process of SRL development (Xu et al., 2023) and particularly in primary education (Karabenick and Newman, 2006). Studies suggest that students perceive teacher support (SPTS) through variety of ways:

	• Teaching methods—which is reflected in the students' active involvement in completing the task, reflection on newly discovered knowledge, and sharing of experiences about why students need it (Van Rens and Groot, 2023).
	• Classroom environment—the general atmosphere of the classroom, including the structure, organization and emotional climate, communication and cooperation between student promotion set by the teacher (Zhang and Li, 2023).
	• Teaching approach—the way teachers interact with students, such as emphasizing personal relationships, providing clear instructions, and offering academic guidance (Bru et al., 2010).
	• Subject matter and instruction—how teachers explain and teach subjects, the level of engagement in classroom activities, and the relevance of the curriculum to students' interests (Saville et al., 2023).

Research on SPTS for students has primarily focused on instruction or academic support (Pianta et al., 2003). Students who perceive their teachers as supportive are more confident, active, and more continuously engaged in learning (Glogger-Frey et al., 2018a,b).

Moreover, the relationship between perceived teacher support, student engagement, satisfaction of basic psychological needs and SRL requires further research. Thus, this study investigates teachers' attitudes toward learning and the strategies they use to support student learning in the teaching process and that help develop students' learning skills. The types of tasks that teachers choose and assign to their students during lessons and for homework directly impact the nature of their students' learning (Donatella et al., 2023). Each of these components is crucial and works together to create an environment where SRL is not just taught but deeply embedded in everyday learning. Thus, the teaching of SRL and content are intertwined (Karlen et al., 2023). Based on the above said, this study raises the following research questions:

	1. Which teacher-related factors contribute to the development of self-regulated skills?
	In order to answer the first research question, two hypothesis (H1 and H2) were formulated:
	H1: Teachers' attitudes toward teaching (TAT) is statistically significant predictor of students' SRL skills.
	H2: Teachers' support strategies for students (TS) is a statistically significant predictor of students' SRL skills.
	2. Which student-related factors contribute to the development of self-regulated skills?
	Two more hypothesis (H3 and H4) were formulated to answer the second research question.
	H3: Students' perceived learning environment (LEN) is a statistically significant predictor of students' SRL skills.
	H4: Students' perceived teacher support (SPTS) is a statistically significant predictor of students' SRL skills.




Methodology


Research design

The study is based on cross-level survey (Walter et al., 2013) and it applies different data sources for triangulation (Mukumbang, 2023). Quantitative self-report data was collected from primary school teachers and their students. Students' SRL was predicted by their own self reports of various aspects of their studying and by their teachers' self-reports of various aspects of their teaching and relationship to students.



Participants and procedure

To explore a range of perspectives, this study was carried out with five Kaunas city primary schools fourth-grade students aged 9–10 years to explore the development of SRL skills among primary school learners and with the teachers of those classes to explore their attitudes and practices toward students' SRL skills development. The fourth grade teachers who have the most weekly lessons (classroom teachers) were purposively selected for the study.

After permission to conduct this study was obtained from the Vytautas Magnus University's Ethics Committee, convenience sampling was used to select primary schools. Primary schools in Kaunas city, one of Lithuania's largest cities, were selected due to their high academic performance. This selection criterion was used based on the assumption that schools demonstrating higher academic performance may have more practices in SLR development. The research participants were 253 fourth-grade students and 16 teachers. All students and teachers who gave consent to participate in the study were included. As the Lithuanian Data Inspectorate requires the written informed consent of the parents of children younger than 16 years for their children to participate in a study, the students' parents were sent a written description of the project and asked to give such written consent. The teachers' written consent to participate in this study was also secured.

Tables 1, 2 show the sociodemographic characteristics of the participants.


TABLE 1 Demographic data of the students who participated in this study (N = 253).

[image: Table showing demographic data. Age: 9 years, 223 participants, 87.8%; 10 years, 29 participants, 11.5%; 11 years, 1 participant, 0.4%. Gender: Boys, 118 participants, 46.6%; Girls, 135 participants, 53.4%.]


TABLE 2 Demographic data of the teachers who participated in this study (N = 16).

[image: Table displaying demographic data of teachers. Age distribution: 6.2% are 25–35, 12.5% are 36–45, 37.5% are 46–55, and 43.8% are 56–65. All are women. Teaching experience: 11.8% have 1–10 years, 5.9% have 11–20 years, 17.7% have 21–30 years, 53.1% have 31–40 years, and 17.7% have 41–50 years. Qualifications: 18.8% are teachers, 81.3% are method teachers, and none are expert teachers.]

The data show that almost all of the study participants were 9-year-olds but that the gender distribution was fairly balanced.

The demographic data of teacher participants show that all of them were female. This situation reflects a gender distribution of Lithuanian teachers. According to the Lietuvos statistikos departamentas (2024), 27.3 thousand teachers and school leaders worked in Lithuanian general education schools in 2023. Women teachers accounted for 88.3% of all teachers, while men teachers accounted for 11.7% of all teachers. However, they had different ages and lengths of teaching experience, although most of them were older (46–65 years old) and had more than 31 years of experience. Moreover, in our study most of them were teachers or methodist teachers. In Lithuania, teachers have qualifications that indicate their different levels of expertise based on their qualifications, work experience and professional achievements. There are three formal qualification categories:

	1. Teacher—a teacher who has a higher education qualification (usually a bachelor's degree) but has not yet reached a higher level of qualification.
	2. Methodist teacher—a teacher who has some work experience and has completed the required in-service training. Such a teacher has more experience and often takes on additional responsibilities, such as overseeing methodological activities and helping other teachers to improve teaching methods and processes.
	3. An expert teacher is a teacher who has reached the highest level of qualification and has a high level of professional experience and recognition (Pedagogu kvalifikacijos tobulinimo koncepcija, 2012).



Instrument

To investigate the factors driving the development of SRL in primary education, we used two closed-ended questionnaires to address our research questions, targeting teachers and primary school students. The pupils' questionnaire was designed to take no more than 20 min to complete, and the teachers' questionnaire-−15 min.

The student questionnaire consisted of a total of 28 statements divided into four subscales: required learning skills of students, seven statements; on learning environment, seven statements; collaboration with teacher, nine statements; on students perceived teacher support, five statements. The structure of student questionnaire:

1. Required learning skills of students—consisting of questions to assess student information-seeking task, managing learning challenges and help-seeking strategies, learning planning, goal setting and goal-achievement skills (Vandevelde et al., 2016; Donatella et al., 2023; Karlen et al., 2021; Panadero et al., 2021; Schunk and Greene, 2018). A sample item is: “I know that learning ways can be different.”

	2. The learning environment components were measured through the choice, use and accessibility of learning tools and instruments, the learning atmosphere in the classroom, teacher help (Hafizoglu and Yerdelen, 2019; Baric et al., 2023; Mulang, 2021). A sample item is: “We learn interesting things during lessons.”
	3. Collaboration with teacher—analyzed through teacher's demands for learning, praise, encouragement and reinforcement for learning, recognizable teacher's advice and learning help (Stoeger et al., 2014; Karlen et al., 2023). A sample item is: “The teacher encourages the pursuit of new my learning goals.”
	4. Students perceived teacher support—the scales measuring in what ways students perceive teachers offer their help, in what kind of tasks allow students to try new ways of learning, what encouraging measures are used (Ryan and Patrick, 2001; Saville et al., 2023; Xu et al., 2023). A sample item is: “The teacher gives me advice on how to complete different tasks.”

The teachers' questionnaire had a total of 24 statements divided into three subscales: 11 statements, on their learning attitudes and initiated activities; seven, on their teaching environment; six, on their collaborative teaching process with students. The responses corresponded to a 5-point Likert scale. The structure of teacher questionnaire:

1. Teacher's learning attitudes during initiated activities—assessing statements about the educational process being based on metacognitive teaching strategies, familiarizing students with the learning strategies they receive, and the search for forms of teacher-student collaboration that encourage self-regulated learning (Hiebert and Wearne, 1993; Alvi and Gillies, 2021). A sample item is: “It is important that the educational process is based on self-regulatory learning strategies.”

2. Teacher support for learning—analyzed through innovations in learning, discussing the roles and responsibilities of the teacher and pupils, linking learning to hobbies and personal interests (Sankalaite et al., 2021; Brenner, 2022). A sample item is: “During lessons, I pay attention to the learning strategies used by students, giving them opportunities to reflect on them.”

	3. A collaborative teaching process with students—analyzed through discussions and roles in the lessons, the changing roles of teacher and student in the classroom (Stoeger et al., 2014; Panadero, 2017). A sample item is: “I help make decisions about changes in learning strategy based on students' reflections.”



Measures

The data were collected at schools at a prescheduled and agreed-upon time. The data were collected between January 2023 and April 2023. To collect such data, two questionnaires—one for students and the other, for teachers—were prepared.

Cronbach's α test was used to determine the internal consistency of the statements, with a Cronbach's α value >0.7 indicating sufficient internal consistency (Bujang et al., 2018; Fornell and Larcker, 1981). Five subscales were used: three for the students (LEN, Cronbach's α = 0.0725; SPTS, Cronbach's α = 0.842; and SRL, Cronbach's α = 0.795) and two for the teachers (TAT, Cronbach's α = 0.862 and TS, Cronbach's α = 0.956). All the statements in the five subscales were found to have sufficient internal consistency.



Data analysis

Multiple regression analysis was used to analyse the survey data and to identify the interaction relationships between the participants. To analyse the learning situations created by the teachers to promote the students' SRL and the learning situations experienced by the students, two types of factors were analyzed for each (Figure 1).


[image: Diagram illustrating factors influencing students' self-regulated learning skills (SRL). It shows teacher-created learning situations, including teachers' attitudes towards teaching (TAT) and support strategies (TS), and learner-experienced situations, including perceived learning environment (LEN) and perceived teacher support (SPTS). Arrows connect these factors to SRL.]
FIGURE 1
 Analysis of the predictors of self-regulated learning in this study.


All of the data analyses were performed using IBM SPSS 25. In such analyses, the sums of the variables of the subscales were used. The means, standard deviations and Pearson correlations were analyzed as descriptives. In the correlation and regression analyses, the same value of teacher variables (two teacher variables) was connected to variables of each student (two students variables) from the same classroom.




Results

The descriptive statistics for the regressors (i.e., the study variables) are presented in Table 3.


TABLE 3 Descriptive statistics and correlations between the regressors (study variables; pearson correlation; N = 253).

[image: A correlation table displays five variables related to self-regulated learning: SRL, TAT, TS, SPTS, and LEN. Each variable has a mean (M) and standard deviation (SD). Notable correlations include TAT with TS at 0.539, and SRL with SPTS and LEN at 0.327 and 0.340 respectively, all significant at the 0.01 level.]

The skewness values were all between −0.238 and −0.525. The kurtosis values were all between −0.806 and 0.981, which shows that all the variables were normally distributed. Positive moderate correlations were found between SRL and SPTS and between SRL and LEN. Prediction models were built using multiple linear regression. Regression analysis was carried out with TAT, TS, LEN and SPTS as the independent variables, and the students' SRL as the dependent variable. All of the independent variables were linearly related to the dependent variable, and there was no multicollinearity between the variables (all of the Variance inflation factor values were between 1.025 and 1.419). Table 4 presents the results of the regression analysis.


TABLE 4 Results of the regression analysis (N = 253).

[image: Table displaying regression analysis results. Unstandardized coefficients include B values: Constant 4.824, TAT 0.030, TS 0.173, SPTS 0.153, LEN 0.143. Standard errors and standardized coefficients (Beta) are included. Significant t-values for Constant, SPTS, and LEN are less than 0.001, while TAT and TS are not significant. Dependent variable is SRL.]

The model showed that only the student variables, SPTS and LEN, were significant predictors of SRL, with SPTS as the strongest predictor (Figure 2). This means that the pupils with more pronounced SPTS and LEN reported stronger SRL. The R-squared was 0.143, meaning that the model explained about 40% variations of the SRL variable. According to Analysis of Variance, this overall model was significant: F(4.228) = 9.51 and p < 0.001. TAT and TS were not significant predictors in the model.


[image: Diagram illustrating relationships in a learning situation model. "Learner experienced learning situation" influences "Students' experienced learning situations (LEN)" and "Students' perceived teacher support (SPTS)." Both are linked to "Students' self-regulated learning skills," with coefficients: β = 0.197, p < 0.001, and β = 0.234, p < 0.001, respectively.]
FIGURE 2
 Analysis of the statistically significant predictors of self-regulated learning.


SPTS and LEN the standardized residual errors (residuals) the graphs show that the assumptions of heteroskedasticity of normality were satisfied. The Durbin–Watson test showed no autocorrelation among the residuals (d = 1.7). To test whether the data are heteroskedastic, a scatterplot was used. There were no unequal variances over a range of measured values. Because the data are nested, we analyzed whether the residuals were dependent on the different teachers. There were some teacher-dependent differences in the residuals, which means that the results should be interpreted with caution.



Discussion

Our findings show that SRL is affected by SPTS and LEN. Surprisingly, the results also show that TAT and TS that are directly aimed at supporting SRL do not have a statistically significant relationship in promoting students' self-regulation of learning. This means that the more motivated students are by LEN and the more they perceive TS, more self-regulated they are expected to be in their learning (Baric et al., 2023; Mulang, 2021). This finding is supported by some previous studies in which a relationship between LEN and SPTS was reported (Harks et al., 2013; Rakoczy et al., 2019).

Therefore, in addition to understanding strategies, students need guidance on when and how to apply them, recognize their relevance in successful learning, and be actively encouraged to use them (Hertel and Karlen, 2021; Pintrich and Zusho, 2002). One possible reason for such findings is that students who perceive and experience their teachers' support in the learning process are likely to be more willing to be actively involved in the learning process and to search for new learning strategies, which can result in a higher level of learning satisfaction and motivation. In addition, in such situations, students are expected to feel free to provide and accept new learning strategies, which can lead to effective learning and new personal discoveries about their own learning (Zalazar-Jaime and Medrano, 2020).

To further substantiate the significant predictors of SRL revealed by the regression analysis, that is, SPTS and LEN. The results of this study were examined via descriptive analysis to allow us to discuss and contribute to the development of new forms of teacher support for student learning and for the creation of engaging learning environments that promote SRL. Sutrisno (2020) argued that confidence in one's own learning is an important life skill that can go beyond the classroom, as it helps learners to see failures and defeats not as indicative of inadequacies but rather, of the potential to grow and improve. A positive response from the teacher to students' mistakes can encourage students to be more confident in repeating tasks and to look for the right answer or the right way to do the task themselves (Pöysä et al., 2018; Zorn and Puustinen, 2022). In other words, not by giving a bad mark or a remark, but by modeling the content of the lesson so that more time can be devoted to different ways of learning, discussing and exploring different ways of learning—encourages students to have confidence in their own learning. And the results of this study confirm that a teacher-constructed LEN with SPTS in which students have confidence in their learning is an important predictor of SRL. This finding supports the results of new perspectives on the benefits of teacher support (Chang and Bangsri, 2020).

Previous studies have also found that students who identify teacher support for learning with positive perspectives of failures have a broader repertoire of SRL strategies and use them more frequently, which allows them to adapt better to the academic context (DiFrancesca et al., 2016; Heirweg et al., 2020; Karlen, 2016). Recognizable teacher support has also been identified as a contributing factor to curiosity in learning, with the following other factors: learning content, peer collaboration in learning (Latifi et al., 2021), competition between learners (Song and Kim, 2020), critical thinking (Gkemisi et al., 2016) and an inclusive LEN (Blecker and Boakes, 2019).

The second equally important predictor of SRL seen from the results of this study, LEN, was analyzed as the information space surrounding the pupil in the school, which is characterized by the curiosity and regulation of own learning. It is designed to purposely stimulate and empower student learning (Neifachas et al., 2022). Gershenson (2016) also observed in the results of her study that students' attitudes toward SRL are mostly shaped by the ways in which the content is delivered, which is the responsibility of the teacher, and the LEN that is shaped by the teacher's behavior toward the learners. Given these characteristics of the LEN, it is clear that not every LEN can become a student's perceived LEN. First, the learner must be interested in using the environment and second, must be able to actively participate in it. Teachers, when creating an inclusive and engaging LEN that develops students' SRL skills, must consider whether the environment provides their students with the opportunity to construct their learning direction, set goals and plan the actions they will take in that environment. Thus, students' recognition of their teachers' teaching and learning strategies in the LEN is an important factor of their development of SRL skills, as it encourages them to reflect on their learning abilities and styles, as well as on their knowledge, choice and use of learning strategies; to investigate more; to become more involved during the learning process; and to forge good friendships with other students, in which they help each other. Moreover, when they perceive their teacher as behaving equally toward all of them and taking care of them, they are more easily motivated to regulate their learning. On the other hand, if students do not correctly perceive the LEN modeled by their teacher, no matter how inclusive it may be, they will not learn successfully because they would not be able to adapt and regulate their learning in this environment, as they would be less likely to reflect on their own learning abilities (Russell et al., 2022), to search for ways and strategies to learn (Kirk-Johnson et al., 2019; Kornell and Bjork, 2007; McDaniel and Einstein, 2020), and to work constructively with new learning information (Stebner et al., 2022).

Therefore, the results of this study confirm H3 and H4, that LEN and SPTS influence students' self-regulation of learning, because if students have a good understanding of the simulated LEN and recognize the learning support provided by their teacher, they will be able to successfully search for and choose learning strategies, whereas if they do not recognize the LEN and SPTS, the conditions for the development of their SRL skills are missing.

Regarding H1 and H2, the results of this study revealed that there is no statistically significant relationship between teachers' direct teaching attitudes and their teaching strategies. However, the teaching and learning process that they organize has various components, through which they indirectly express and model their teaching according to their own dispositions to promote SRL. Nevertheless, this may be influenced by incorrect or inaccurate knowledge of SRL. Several studies have highlighted that teachers tend to have misconceptions about SRL, such as that it is likely to be self-developed rather than learned (Lawson et al., 2019) or developed only within the student's family (Callan and Shim, 2019). Due to this confusion with this concept, teachers may be reluctant to offer instruction or guidance to students about self-regulated learning processes. Furthermore, teachers with misconceptions about SRL may not uniformly emphasize its importance to students whom they perceive to be self-regulating their learning (Dignath and Büttner, 2008). This confirms the result of other studies (Greenquist-Marlett et al., 2025) that for teachers to be able to directly promote SRL among students, they must have sufficient knowledge and skills in SRL development. Such result acknowledges that teaching attitudes and chosen teaching strategies often differ because teachers often lack time for self-regulated education due to their classes and other tasks.

There are many other factors that influence teachers' perceptions of SRL and strategies they use to develop SRL skills. Although teachers have many opportunities to develop students' SRL strategies in the classroom (De Boer et al., 2018; Azevedo et al., 2008), they rarely implement these fundamental learning skills (Dignath and Büttner, 2008). There is a misalignment between teacher SRL beliefs, knowledge, and practice (Spruce and Bol, 2015). Teachers often lack the skills to integrate SRL into their practice (Dignath and Büttner, 2008) and as a result do not consistently cultivate and apply these learning strategies (Dignath-van Ewijk and Van der Werf, 2012). On the other hand, as the results of this study show, the formal classroom environment—through the choice of teaching methods, the use of different and varied teaching strategies, the adaptation of teaching tools, the use of individual and group work methods—provides a favorable environment for the promotion of SRL. Students recognize the teacher's support for their learning, and they also appreciate the learning environment that is created, which confirms the different and unequal experiences of teachers in developing SRL in primary school pupils.

By paying more attention to teacher training, to the recognition factor of self-regulation, and to strengthening attitudes toward self-regulated learning, we should promote self-regulated learning in the early years at school. Research focusing on teacher-supported self-regulated learning in primary education, as well as on students' recognition of teacher-modeled learning environments and teacher-led learning support, should be continued. Thus, future studies should analyse teachers' attitudes and teaching strategies for promoting student self-regulation in the classroom LEN. They should investigate if existing teaching attitudes are reflected in the teaching strategies used to promote students' SRL. Moreover, the components of the classroom LEN created by the teacher should be analyzed more, as should the components through which the pupils themselves identify this LEN. Teacher professional development focusing on the development of SRL in practical classroom tasks is another area for future research.

The study has several limitations. Firstly, the study was conducted in six primary schools in Kaunas, with 253 pupils and 16 fourth grade teachers. Secondly, only those schools in Kaunas, the second largest city in Lithuania, with high learning outcomes were selected for the study. In the future, the research could be conducted in a wider range of contexts.



Conclusions

Based on this study's findings, the following conclusions are drawn:

	1. There is a significant relationship between SRL and indirectly experienced teacher support during learning and through the created LEN. Students who perceive their teachers' support for learning and the LEN created by their teacher are encouraged to not be afraid to make mistakes and to reflect and learn from their mistakes, which helps them effectively become involved in learning, adapt to different learning situations and actively develop SRL skills.
	2. This study revealed that student-related factors that contribute to the development of SRL skills are SPTS, LEN, thinking about their own learning styles and strategies, and knowing that it is possible to change and try out different ways of learning. These imply students' satisfaction with their learning, increased engagement in classroom learning, pursuit of independent learning at home and motivation to learn and explore new learning approaches or strategies.
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Design thinking stands out as a methodology that promotes creativity, user-oriented approach and interdisciplinary collaboration and has emerged as an active teaching methodology that encourages the development of practical skills and effective solving of complex problems. A documentary type research was carried out whose objective was to identify studies that explore the use of design thinking as an active methodology in higher education. Methodologically, it was approached from the principles of the PRISMA declaration, establishing as inclusion parameters research included in the period from 2014 to 2024, studies disseminated in scientific publications, studies that directly address design thinking, containing at least one of the descriptors “design thinking” or “higher education,” disseminated in Spanish or English and studies with open access format, which yielded a total of 28 documents included in the review. The findings of this review highlight the effectiveness of design thinking to improve the learning experience of students by encouraging their active participation, critical thinking and interdisciplinary collaboration.
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1 Introduction

University-level education is in a constant challenge of adjusting to a constantly evolving environment, where creative potential and solving complex problems are fundamental skills for educational performance. In this context, design thinking (DT) has emerged as an active teaching methodology that encourages user-centered approach, creativity and interdisciplinary collaboration (Henriksen et al., 2017; Serrano and Blázquez, 2016). In addition to these skills, the DT has been associated with the development of problem-solving skills, critical thinking and the ability to work in dynamic and complex environments, crucial aspects in the training of university students to face the challenges of today’s working world (Bertão et al., 2023; González-González, 2015).

The DT is based on an iterative process that includes five main phases: empathy, definition, ideation, prototype and testing. These phases not only serve to address problems effectively, but also promote innovation by challenging assumptions and generating novel solutions (Cabana et al., 2019; Mosely et al., 2018). Within these phases, the importance of the prototype and testing phase is highlighted, as it allows students to experiment with concrete solutions and receive feedback, which contributes to continuous improvement and the development of more effective solutions adapted to the needs of the end user (Krüger and Cejas Sainz, 2022).

The user-centered approach of the DT implies understanding the needs, aspirations and experiences of end users (Calavia et al., 2023). This holistic perspective allows educators to design educational activities that are relevant, meaningful and motivating for students (Vargas Márquez et al., 2021). In addition to understanding the needs of the end user, the user-centered approach also involves considering their emotions, values and previous experiences, which contributes to the creation of more personalized and meaningful educational experiences (Oliveros Niebles et al., 2016).

A fundamental characteristic of the DT is its ability to foster originality and innovation. By exploring multiple ideas and solutions, students acquire reflective and creative analysis skills that are fundamental in an increasingly diverse and dynamic environment (Latorre-Cosculluela et al., 2020). Likewise, the DT also promotes students’ ability to question the status quo, propose disruptive ideas and generate solutions that address complex challenges in an innovative and effective way (Lara Carabi et al., 2023).

In addition to creativity, the DT promotes cooperation and collaboration in groups. By involving students from different disciplines in interdisciplinary projects, collaborative learning and the appreciation of diverse perspectives are promoted, guiding students to address challenges of the current environment that require integrative solutions (Arias Flores et al., 2019). This interdisciplinary collaboration not only enriches the learning process by incorporating diverse perspectives and knowledge, but also prepares students to work in multidisciplinary teams in their professional future, thus improving their ability to face complex challenges in a collaborative way (Moreira-Cedeño et al., 2021).

Additionally, design thinking encourages experimentation and learning through error. Students are encouraged to try new ideas, accept feedback and adjust their approaches in an iterative cycle of continuous improvement. This active and adaptive learning mentality prepares them to face the changing and complex challenges of today’s society, developing a mindset of resilience and capacity for constant innovation (Del Moral Pérez et al., 2018). Within this learning cycle, it is important to highlight the importance of reflection on students’ experience and ability to learn from failures and challenges, transforming them into opportunities for growth and improvement in their educational and professional process (Barbosa-Quintero and Estupiñán-Ortiz, 2023).

Based on what has been pointed out in the preceding paragraphs, the following research question arises: how has the DT been explored and used as an active methodology in higher education? In response to this question, this systematic review seeks to explore how the DT is used in higher education to develop skills such as problem solving, critical thinking and the ability to work in complex environments. Thus, the research objective is to identify studies that explore the use of design thinking as an active methodology in higher education.

By understanding more in depth how the DT can optimize the educational experience of students and prepare them to address the challenges that arise, it will be possible to move towards a more innovative, relevant higher education focused on the holistic development of students. This article focuses on examining the use of DT as an active methodology in higher education, particularly in its pedagogical application by instructors and its impact on the development of key competencies in students. Through a review of studies that analyze its implementation in university education, the aim is to offer an overview of the benefits and challenges of integrating the DT into teaching, with emphasis on pedagogical innovation and the improvement of teaching practice. This approach will identify patterns, good practices and possible areas for improvement in the implementation of DT as an educational strategy in the training of university students, providing a basis for future research and pedagogical applications.

This systematic review is justified in the context of the need to continuously adapt and improve educational practices in higher education. Design thinking offers a methodological framework that can revolutionize the way current educational challenges are addressed. Its user-centered approach, constant innovation and creative problem solving provides a unique opportunity to enrich the learning experience of university students. By deepening the research on how design thinking is implemented and its effects in the university context, this review seeks to provide valuable knowledge to inform pedagogical decision-making and promote an educational culture that values creativity, collaboration and adaptability in the teaching-learning process.



2 Methodology

This study is based on a systematic descriptive review, following the guidelines established by PRISMA ACTUALIZADA in 2020 (Page et al., 2021). In this sense, the recommendations of Urrútia and Bonfill (2010) were adopted, who propose a series of steps or moments to approach this type of research in a rigorous way. First, the objective of the review was formulated, clearly establishing what the research would seek to achieve. Then the search equations were defined, that is, the key terms and the search criteria that would be used to identify the relevant studies with respect to the topic of study were determined.

Subsequently, the parameters of inclusion and exclusion of documents were defined, which served to determine which studies would be considered in the review and which would be excluded. The review of the selected texts was carried out, where the studies and educational practices that use the DT as a pedagogical approach in university education were analyzed in detail. Then an analysis of the selected sources was carried out, evaluating the quality and relevance of each study to respond to the research objective and finally, the results and conclusions were presented.

For the search of information, the databases Scopus, Dialnet, and Google Scholar were selected. Scopus is widely recognized in the academic community for its extensive coverage of peer-reviewed journals and its ability to offer reliable bibliometric data, which ensures a high level of quality in published studies (Scopus, 2017). Dialnet, on the other hand, is an outstanding platform in the Ibero-American field for its access to a wide range of academic documents, especially in social sciences and humanities and its rigorous selection process (Gregorio-Chaviano et al., 2021). Google Scholar is valued for its ability to index a large amount of academic literature, including articles, theses and books, which makes it an essential tool for the exhaustive search of academic literature (Torres-Salinas et al., 2009). These databases were selected due to their recognition and reliability in the scientific community, ensuring that the documents considered meet high standards of quality and academic rigor.

Once the search engines had been determined, the inclusion and exclusion criteria were defined, with the inclusion criteria being: (a) research included in the period from 2014 to 2024, (b) studies published in scientific publications, (c) studies that directly address design thinking, (d) studies that contained at least one of the descriptors “design thinking” and “higher education,” (e) research published in Spanish or English and (f) studies with Open Access format, while the exclusion criteria were: (a) studies prior to 2014, (b) undergraduate or postgraduate theses, (c) editorials, opinion articles and (d) studies with restricted access.

For the recovery of the literature, key words that helped to construct the search equations were determined, being these ““design thinking,” “higher education,” “active methodology,” “teaching model,” “formative processes” “teaching-learning,” which helped to configure the search equations:

	• “Design thinking and higher education.”
	• “Design thinking AND teaching methodology” OR “Design thinking AND teaching model.
	• “Design thinking AND teaching AND training process” OR” Design thinking AND teaching/learning process.”

A review and selection of the bibliography obtained was carried out, considering criteria such as the date of publication, authorship details, geographical origin and source of the documents. Initially, the emerging publications were identified according to the search equations in the Scopus, Dialnet and Google Scholar databases. First of all, duplicate documents were removed, resulting in a total of 152 unique publications. From these, those investigations prior to the year 2014, undergraduate or postgraduate thesis were excluded; and finally discarding editorials, blogs, opinion articles and studies of restricted access. This process resulted in a total of 28 documents selected for review (see Figure 1).

[image: Flowchart illustrating the document selection process for a review. Initially, 172 documents were considered, with 20 duplicates, leaving 152. From these, emerging publications were identified via two search equations: b-1 (152 documents) and b-2 (85 documents). Exclusions include 67 for pre-2014 publications, 35 as theses, and 22 for editorials, blogs, and restricted access. This results in 50 selected studies, with 28 ultimately included in the review: 22 from Scopus, 5 from Dialnet, and 1 from Google Scholar.]

FIGURE 1
 PRISMA flowchart.




3 Results

After carrying out the search and selection of documents, it was possible to identify a set of twenty-eight (n = 28) that were selected for review. These documents have been structured and organized, providing information of the publication, giving details about the authorship/year, the database where they were obtained and the country of origin of each study, as detailed below:

	[1] Yao, L., Chen, X., & Wu, Q. (2024). Undergraduate nursing students’ learning experiences using design thinking on a human development course: A phenomenological study. Scopus, China.
	[2] Hsing-Yuan, W. (2023a). Design thinking competence as self-perceived by nursing students in Taiwan. Scopus, China.
	[3] Hsing-Yuan, W. (2023b). Measuring design thinking competence in Taiwanese nursing students: A cross-cultural instrument adaptation. Scopus, China.
	[4] Yi-lin, L., et al. (2023). Enhancing university students’ creative confidence, learning motivation, and team creative performance in design thinking using a digital visual collaborative environment. Scopus, China.
	[5] Shiyu, Z. & Chengfeng, Z. (2023). Promoting design thinking and creativity by making: A quasi-experiment in the information technology course. Scopus, China.
	[6] Ní Shé, C. & Farrell, G. (2021). Integrating design thinking into instructional design: The #OpenTeach case study. Scopus, Scotland.
	[7] González-Granados, L. (2022). Design thinking as an agent of transformation in training processes. Scopus, Colombia.
	[8] Meng-Fang, T. (2021). Exploration of students’ integrative skills developed in the design thinking of a Psychology course. Scopus, China.
	[9] Thi-Huyen, D., et al. (2021). The Impact of Design Thinking on Problem Solving and Teamwork Mindset in A Flipped Classroom. Scopus, China.
	[10] Jamal, S., et al. (2021). Re-Visiting Design Thinking for Learning and Practice: Critical Pedagogy, Conative Empathy. Scopus, USA.
	[11] Lynch, M., et al. (2021). Combining technology and entrepreneurial education through design thinking: Students’ reflections on the learning process. Scopus, Norway.
	[12] Albay, A. & Eisma, E. (2021). Performance task assessment supported by the design thinking process: Results from a true experimental research. Scopus, Philippines.
	[13] Magro Gutiérrez, M. & Carrascal Domínguez, J. (2019). Design Thinking as a resource and methodology for visual literacy and learning in preschools of multigrade schools in Mexico. Dialnet, Spain.
	[14] Campodonicus-Centurion, F., et al. (2019). Design thinking traits of teachers immersed in the orange economy. Dialnet, Peru.
	[15] Deitte, L. & Omary, M. (2019). The Power of Design Thinking in Medical Education. Scopus, USA.
	[16] Laferriere, R., et al. (2019). Addressing cognitive challenges in applying design thinking for opportunity discovery: Reflections from a design thinking team. Scopus, Australia.
	[17] Beaird, G., et al. (2018). Design thinking: Opportunities for application in nursing education. Scopus, USA.
	[18] Ejsing-Duun, S. & Skovbjerg, H. (2018). Design as a Mode of Inquiry in Design Pedagogy and Design Thinking. Scopus, Denmark.
	[19] Wrigley, C., et al. (2018). Design Thinking Education: A Comparison of Massive Open Online Courses. Scopus, Australia.
	[20] Gachago, D., et al. (2017). Developing eLearning champions: a design thinking approach. Scopus, South Africa.
	[21] Henriksen, D., et al. (2017). Design thinking: A creative approach to educational problems of practice. Scopus, USA.
	[22] Çeviker-Çınar, G., et al. (2017). Design Thinking: A New Road Map In Business Education. Google Scholar, Turkey.
	[23] Castellanos Escobar, O. & Rodríguez Díaz, E. (2016). The project management of design: contributions from communication, visual thinking and design thinking. Scopus, Colombia.
	[24] Córdoba, E., et al. (2015). Fundamentals of design thinking. Dialnet, Colombia.
	[25] Blizzard, J., et al. (2015). Using survey questions to identify and learn more about those who exhibit design thinking traits. Scopus, USA.
	[26] Castillo-Vergara, M., et al. (2014). Design thinking: how to guide students, entrepreneurs and entrepreneurs in their application. Dialnet, Chile.
	[27] Leinonen, T. & Durall, E. (2014). Design thinking and collaborative learning. Scopus, Finland.
	[28] Laakso, M. & Clavert, M. (2014). To promote creativity and design thinking skills among university students. Dialnet, Finland.

Of the selected works, the 14.30%.se posted in Thinking Skills and Creativity with 4 posts, on 21.43.% in the magazines Kepes, Nurse Education Today and She Ji. The Journal of Design, Economics and Innovation with 2 publications each and the rest (64.27%) in the various journals such as Academic Radiology, Australasian Journal of Educational Technology, BMC Medical Education, Comunicar, Design Studies, Economics and Business, among others. However, beyond the specific journals, it is relevant to highlight the thematic areas in the reviewed studies. Most of the articles concentrate on topics related to education and educational technology, reflecting a significant interest in the use of the DT to innovate in higher education. In addition, studies in the field of humanities, social sciences, engineering and business were identified, which demonstrates the versatility of the DT as an active teaching methodology applied in various academic contexts. This thematic distribution highlights the impact of the DT in different disciplines, providing a more complete overview of its application in higher education.


3.1 Geographical distribution of publications

Regarding the country of origin, it was found that most of the publications come from China, representing 25% of the total articles. It is followed by the USA with 17.9%, Australia with 7.1%, Colombia with 10.7% and Spain and Finland, both with 7.1% each. Other countries represented in the study include Scotland, Norway, the Philippines, Peru, Denmark, South Africa, Turkey and Chile, each accounting for 3.6% of the reviewed publications. These data highlight the diversity of origin of the research, evidencing the global participation in the topic addressed.

The prominence of China in the number of published articles could be related to the remarkable growth of higher education and innovation in that country during the last decade. According to Villadiego Sánchez (n.d.), the significant increase in investment in educational and technological programs in the Asian country has promoted favorable environments for research, which could be boosting interest and academic production in active methodologies such as the DT.

On the other hand, the prominent presence of the United States and Australia may be linked to the tradition of research and development in higher education in these countries, as well as to the early adoption of innovative approaches in teaching (Ramírez Ramírez, 2020). Colombia, Spain and Finland, with a similar representation could reflect the global interest in exploring new methodologies to improve the quality and effectiveness of higher education (Mora Ramírez and Chacón, 2019; Vázquez-Cupeiro and López-Penedo, 2016).

The revised documents covered a publication period from 2014 to 2024. In methodological terms, it was found that 32.14% of the documents (n = 9) used a qualitative approach, while 25% (n = 7) corresponded to literature reviews. In addition, 17.86% (n = 5) used a quantitative approach, and there were 21.42% (n = 2 each) of documents that adopted a mixed and case study approach. Finally, one paper followed a comparative descriptive methodology. The diversity in the methodologies used is crucial to understand the different perspectives and approaches applied to DT in higher education. By presenting this methodological variety, it is highlighted how DT is investigated and applied from different angles, which allows to obtain a broader vision of the studied phenomenon. The methodological findings are presented in Table 1, which organizes and clarifies how DT has been addressed in the reviewed literature.



TABLE 1 Objectives and methodology of the selected studies.
[image: A table listing various studies related to design thinking (DT) in education. Columns include authors and year, objectives, and methodology. Objectives range from investigating DT's effects on creativity, problem-solving, and educational practices to exploring its application in various educational settings. Methodologies used are qualitative, quantitative, mixed methods, and bibliographic reviews. The studies span from 2014 to 2024, featuring diverse educational contexts and outcomes.]

The studies retrieved refer mainly to a wide range of research focused on DT. These studies address crucial questions related to students’ perception and competence in DT, the adaptation and validation of tools to assess key components of DT, the effects of engaging learners in specific learning environments, the influence of DT on the improvement of team problem solving skills, among other relevant topics. In addition, there has been a growing interest in research on the implementation of design thinking in different academic disciplines, exploring how this methodology can be effectively applied and adapted to the specific needs of each subject area.

This diverse set of studies provides a comprehensive view of the DT as a teaching methodology in higher education, highlighting its applicability in different contexts and its potential to improve understanding, problem solving, originality and other fundamental skills in students. In addition, some studies have explored how design thinking can be effectively integrated into existing curricular programs, identifying strategies and good practices for its implementation in the educational field. Likewise, an emphasis has been observed on the evaluation of the impact of design thinking on the development of soft skills such as effective communication, teamwork and leadership, crucial aspects for the integral formation of university students.

Table 2 presents a detailed compilation of the most outstanding contributions of the selected articles, which represent a diversity of perspectives and approaches within the field of DT in higher education. The individual findings of each study are highlighted to offer a more precise and detailed view of how each research contributes to the understanding and application of DT in different educational contexts. This choice allows us to appreciate the richness of the contributions and how each article addresses specific aspects, from the development of competencies in DT to its impact on the students’ learning experience, promoting a comprehensive understanding of the topic.



TABLE 2 Highlights of selected articles.
[image: A table lists studies with authors, years, and contributions related to Design Thinking (DT) in education. Contributions highlight DT's impact on enhancing creativity, collaboration, problem-solving, technical skills, and educational practices across various fields such as nursing, psychology, and business. The studies emphasize DT's role in student engagement, fostering empathy, providing practical learning frameworks, and improving teaching methodologies. They also discuss DT's benefits in developing innovative mindsets, addressing complex challenges, and promoting an active learning environment.]




4 Discussion

The implementation of the DT in higher education has proven to be an effective tool for promoting creativity, innovation and the development of collaborative skills in different educational contexts. The analyzed studies reinforce the idea that the DT not only facilitates more active and participatory learning, but also improves educational quality by providing students and educators with tools to address problems creatively and effectively (González Granados, 2022; Laakso and Clavert, 2014).

Several studies have underlined the importance of the DT in specific educational contexts. For example, it has been observed that DT not only improves students’ creative confidence (Yi-Lin et al., 2023), but also offers an effective framework for the integration of empathy and user-centered approach in teaching (Deitte and Omary, 2019; Ní Shé et al., 2021). These findings are consistent with the literature that highlights the versatility of the DT as a pedagogical tool in a variety of disciplines.

The DT in Higher education underlines its potential as a transformative tool for teachers. It not only facilitates active and participatory learning, but also drives innovation in teaching and the creation of more collaborative and student-centered learning environments. For teachers, this means that integrating the DT into their practice can provide a structured framework for addressing pedagogical challenges, commenting on creativity, and tailoring their teaching methods to the specific needs of their students.

For example, in nursing education, the DT stands out as a clear example of how this methodology can enhance experimental and creative learning, resulting in meaningful experiences for students (Yao et al., 2024). Teachers in this field could consider the application of DT strategies to design activities that better integrate empathy and user-centered approaches, which in turn could enrich the educational experience.

In addition, the adaptation of the DT to different cultural and educational contexts has proven to be a challenge and an opportunity to optimize teaching practices (Hsing-Yuan, 2023b; Thi-Huyen et al., 2021). Teachers should be attentive to the different individual in the self-perceived competence of their students when necessary, as suggested in recent studies (Hsing-Yuan, 2023a). This approach can help create a more inclusive and equitable learning environment, where all students can develop their skills effectively.

In broader educational contexts, DT has been shown to be effective in creating a collaborative learning environment and in developing a problem-solving-oriented mindset. For example, the integration of the DT in inverted classrooms has been associated with an increase in students’ cooperation and creative mindset (Thi-Huyen et al., 2021). In addition, in the field of higher education, the DT has allowed teachers to develop new strategies to guide and transform the teaching process, resulting in a more dynamic and innovative educational environment (Magro Gutierrez and Carrascal Domínguez, 2019).

In terms of practical implications, these findings highlight the importance of integrating the DT into higher education curricula to not only improve students’ technical skills, but also to foster a mindset of innovation and creativity that is crucial in the modern world. Moderna the connection between DT and effective learning suggests that its application could be extended to more areas of study, beyond those already explored in this work.

Finally, the integration of the DT into higher education not only benefits students, but also offers teachers valuable tools to innovate in their pedagogical practice. The application of these principles in teaching can facilitate the creation of a more dynamic educational environment aligned with the demands of the XXI century, better preparing students to face future challenges.



5 Conclusion

The systematic search carried out in this study allowed an analysis of how design thinking has been successfully integrated into various educational contexts of higher education. The findings of this review highlight the effectiveness of design thinking to improve the learning experience of students by encouraging their active participation, critical thinking and interdisciplinary collaboration. In addition, it was evidenced how the application of the DT not only benefits students, but also transforms the pedagogical practices of educators, promoting innovation in the design of more effective and student-centered educational activities.

Through this review, it has been evidenced how the DT has been successfully applied to optimize the educational experience of the students, promoting active involvement, reflective analysis and problem solving in a collaborative way. In addition, its ability to adapt to different disciplines and educational environments has been highlighted, which underlines its versatility and potential to enrich the quality of higher education.

The findings have also highlighted the importance of integrating the DT into teacher education, providing educators with innovative tools to design more effective and learner-focused learning experiences. Likewise, an increase in the interest and commitment of students has been observed when applying approaches based on design thinking in their studies. This includes strategies for the creation of dynamic learning, the implementation of activities that encourage creativity and problem solving, and formative assessment to continuously improve the educational process.

As a recommendation, it is essential to continue promoting the research and implementation of the DT in university education. This involves developing training programs for educators, promoting interdisciplinary collaboration between faculties and departments, and fostering pedagogical innovation based on this methodological approach. In addition, it is suggested to continuously evaluate the impact of design thinking on students’ learning and development in order to adjust and improve its application in the university environment.

It is important to note that this study was limited by some aspects. Firstly, the search for studies was limited to sources available online and to works published in academic databases, which excluded research not available in these media. In addition, most of the studies reviewed focused on specific educational contexts, which may restrict the applicability of the results. These limitations should be considered when interpreting the findings and conclusions of this review. However, this study provides a valuable insight into the contributions and potential of design thinking in the transformation of educational processes at the university level.
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This study aimed to find out how science teachers use formative assessment to enhance children's learning. Data were collected through observing 45 male and female teachers in the classroom using an observation checklist based on international standards to assess teachers' practices in some aspects, such as planning the learning objectives, gathering evidence from activities, providing feedback, self-assessment, peer assessment, and promoting classroom collaboration. The results revealed that teachers' performance in applying formative assessment practices was at a low level across all criteria, as there were weaknesses in planning learning objectives and aligning them with lesson content, as well as a lack of effective use of educational activities to assess student progress. The feedback provided by teachers was insufficient to motivate students to improve their performance, and classroom interaction was limited. Furthermore, there was a lack of opportunities for students to assess themselves and their peers, indicating weaknesses in organizing self-assessment activities. In addition, there were no statistically significant differences in teachers' formative assessment practices based on gender and teaching experience, highlighting the importance of professional development for all teachers to enhance their teaching practices. These results suggest a significant need to improve teachers' skills in applying formative assessment and providing appropriate training.
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1 Introduction

Teachers are one of the most important pillars in student's learning, and modern strategies place great emphasis on improving their skills to enhance students' academic performance, especially science teachers (AlAli and Al-Barakat, 2024; Bani Irshid et al., 2023; Bataineh et al., 2013). Having teachers use the right techniques to measure their students' progress is vital for productive learning activities, and while all these initiatives to transform science education are globally undertaken, attention is increasingly being given to the implementation of new methods of measurement in teaching and learning activities (Darling-Hammond et al., 2019; Dayal, 2021; Duraiappah et al., 2021). These new methods help create better climates for learning and make students more accountable for their own learning, which ultimately places less strain on teachers. Well-developed measurement techniques are functional and simple to apply, which is a precondition to improve learners' achievement (Al-Hassan et al., 2025; Black, 2014; Hawamdeh et al., 2025; Kim et al., 2019).

In coherence with the international perspective of scientific education, learning effectiveness depends greatly upon the way students are assessed. Thus, students need to master listed knowledge and skills of the science curriculum (Alonzo, 2018; Majeed et al., 2023). Among the many used forms of assessment, formative assessment is particularly significant as it enables the improvement of both teaching and learning by way of ongoing feedback. This is in contrast with summative assessments, which seek to compare and assess overall student competency at the end of a unit or course and are rather concerned with practitioners' feedback on students' in-depth knowledge mastery (Al-Hassan et al., 2025; Chand and Pillay, 2024; Stanja et al., 2023).

Summative assessments mostly deal with evaluative results, which provide a useful, but rather limited, picture of how skills can be further improved. This style of assessing does not aim at changing the curriculum, pedagogy or any subsequent educational activities (Majeed et al., 2023). On the other hand, formative assessment gives the best opportunity for teachers to change the measure of planning and instruction that was previously done to improve effectiveness. Formative assessment will be more useful in achieving respect for students as part of academic achievement (Stanja et al., 2023; Wondim, 2025).

Formative assessment has enhanced student participation since it provides distinct and practical feedback to learners about their performance while specifying areas and aspects that need improvement. It indeed creates constructive dialogue within the teacher-student relationship. Besides, it helps the teachers modify the support and instruction they give in class to fit the needs of the student. Moreover, it provides feedback in real time to address the student's shortcomings before they become a problem, thereby promoting a viable environment for learning (Al-Barakat et al., 2025a; Bataineh et al., 2017; Black and Wiliam, 2009).

Traditionally, educators assume that formative assessments only gather information about the learning process rather than doing something with the information. It is employed purposefully to manage changes in instruction and give students support in all aspects of their learning (Al-Halalat et al., 2024; Fraihat et al., 2022; Guhn et al., 2024; Khasawneh et al., 2022; Kulasegaram and Rangachari, 2018). Furthermore, Black and Wiliam (2009) explain a particular example in which the educator uses results from an assessment to change a practice while concentrating on the progression of a particular child and other children in the classroom. The assessment in this instance did not change the pedagogical actions or ways of supporting the learners, thus negating its relevance to formative assessment and making it purely evaluative (Al-Barakat et al., 2025b; Al-Hassan et al., 2022).

While learning any science subject, a formative assessment plays an important role in the achievement of any learning goal. It helps the teacher know and work on the student's strength and weaknesses and achieve better academic results. For formative assessment to be properly carried out, it is important to adhere to specific standards that offer guidance to teachers regarding improving their practices and focusing on the improvement of the learning outcomes of the students (Al-Barakat and Al-Hassan, 2009; Menéndez et al., 2019). These standards, which underpin teacher development, explain why formative assessment strategies work, and enhance educational outcomes in general. Likewise, Schildkamp et al. (2020) elaborate on these standards, saying that formative assessment, if implemented correctly in the teaching-learning process, can result in better learning as the student's educational needs are always emphasized and sought before, during and after the teaching learning process. Therefore, such adjustments need continuous feedback that lets teachers reflect on their teaching approach to provide more assistance to their students.

Conderman et al. (2020) remark that it is common to find reform movements in science education which recommend the use of integrated standards to improve teacher effectiveness in primary education, paying particular attention to formative assessment of student learning. To fulfill these criteria, teachers are expected to gain skills in providing regular and varied feedback, and engaging students with the feedback provided to achieve high-quality learning results (Al-Barakat et al., 2025a). There are generic international standards of quality in formative assessment that support the application of multiplicity of assessments to improve learning of science (AlAli and Al-Barakat, 2023a; Bataineh and Mayyas, 2017; Khasawneh et al., 2023; Stanja et al., 2023). Methods of teaching and learning incorporated in these systems are targeted at students and focus on effective assessment as an essential factor for desirable learning outcomes. These assessment forms are required to measure the ability acquired by the students to apply the concepts learned in real-life situations while being able to think critically (Huang et al., 2023; Adarkwah, 2021; Ajjawi et al., 2019).

To engage students with their learning through continuous assessment, teachers need to change their pedagogical strategies and focus on achieving the intended science learning outcomes rather than evaluating or measuring learning (AlAli et al., 2024; Al-Hassan et al., 2012; Huang et al., 2023; Schildkamp et al., 2020). This interaction is in line with Ozan and Kincal (2018) who reported that formative assessment is a two-way process that improves the learning experience for both students and teachers. As teaching practices change, there is a greater need for adapting these practices to align to the increasing prominence of formative assessment which serves the purpose of educational accountability. This notion is called assessment driven accountability (Adarkwah, 2021; Al-Barakat and Bataineh, 2011).

Learning and assessment are inseparable, as they enhance one another's effectiveness (Ajjawi et al., 2019). Therefore, effective assessment methods must be interactive, formative collaborative, aiming at improving students' understanding, skills, and attitudes in various areas of cognition (AlAli, 2021; Meng, 2023). Adarkwah (2021) emphasized that assessment refers to all actions undertaken by the teacher to evaluate the level of students' learning, including self-assessment, as the feedback and information contribute to enhancing the teaching and learning process. Assessment methods include various collecting strategies that determine what teachers should teach and what learners should learn. This determination requires the use of varied methods to legitimately address educational challenges. Additionally, assessments should be closely aligned with curricula to provide students with real-life application opportunities for scientific knowledge (AlAli and Al-Barakat, 2022; Hattie and Yates, 2014).

Teacher's professional identity plays a role in implementing the formative assessment, as it influences how formative assessment activities are conducted and how the classroom is arranged (Almazroa et al., 2022; Majeed et al., 2023). Teachers with a strong sense of professional identity, who consider themselves as facilitators of knowledge, tend to create more engaging and motivating learning environments where students actively participate. Such teachers are most likely to accept inclusive pedagogical methods geared toward equity and diversity while focusing on the prerequisite learning needs of the students. When teachers use formative assessment as an iterative and observational tool, they are able to give feedback tailored to specific students and consequently enhance their learning progress and academic development (AlAli and Al-Barakat, 2023b; Ambusaidi and Al-Farei, 2017).

Teacher's gender also plays a role in influencing formative assessment practices. As noted by Almazroa et al. (2022), there are gender concerns related to the teaching of science and mathematics due to the perspective that considers these fields of knowledge suitable for males more than females. Gender identity may determine the level of participation of students in formative assessment as they may be more willing to take part in assessments when their teachers are of the same gender. In addition, gender biases can result in stereotyping and misinterpretation of the assessments which may negatively or positively influence students' achievement. Accordingly, teachers of scientific disciplines, especially science teachers, need to pay more attention to professional identity and gender as these social constructs influence the forms and practices of their formative assessment (Ambusaidi and Al-Farei, 2017).

Formative assessment is known to provide substantial value in improving learning outcomes, This research aims at exploring the level of implementing formative assessment by science teachers at the primary school level in Jordan, in addition to exploring the effect of gender and teaching experience on the implementation of formative assessment. The importance of this research lies in providing deeper understanding of the role of formative assessment in teaching and learning science and how teachers' related practices affect children's learning. Besides, the research aims at putting down some recommendations to the Ministry of Education to enhance teacher training and improve formative assessment practices in schools. It also aims at developing formative assessment strategies that align with the educational context in Jordan and ultimately and improving the quality of education and learning in schools. Accordingly, the research raises the following questions:

	1. What is the level of implementing formative assessment practices by science teachers to improve children's science learning?
	2. Are there statistically significant differences at (p ≤ 0.05) in the formative assessment practices related to the teacher's gender and teaching experience?



2 Materials and methods


2.1 Research design

A descriptive-analytical methodology was used for this research, and the primary method of data collection was via forms of direct observation. The observation instrument was created to measure how science teachers use formative assessment strategies in the classroom and the effectiveness of such strategies across different teacher variables like gender and teaching experience. This observation method was done from various learning environments in which the focus was on capturing the formative assessment practices that teachers utilized during science instruction in particular how and why these practices are employed in the routine classroom teaching strategies. This research used focus, systematic and guided observation techniques designed for the purpose of detailed analysis of teacher-student interactions and the recording of the practical workings of formative assessment in different school settings.



2.2 Research sample

The research sample consisted of 45 male and female teachers who teach the science curriculum at the childhood stage in northern Jordan. These teachers were selected based on criteria including their willingness to participate in the research, which would serve as valuable feedback for them. It is also essential to mention that the choice for the selected participants was made considering sociocultural factors, as for female teachers it is particularly the case that no researchers are permitted into any teaching or field research lessons without their written consent. This is because the traditional and cultural context of the Jordanian society places social barriers on researchers trying to penetrate the learning environment. Thus, the attitude of the teachers toward cooperating was one of the main factors in the participant selection process as it was ensured that these cultural and social concerns are addressed. The sample was also chosen according to their ability to provide adequate information through direct observation on the teaching and learning process, so that a complete and fair picture of the assessment practice of the form of assessment in different education contexts was formed.



2.3 Classroom observation checklist

A standardized classroom observation checklist that measure formative assessment practices in a science classroom was prepared. The checklist includes 30 indicators distributed over six criteria including planning learning objectives and success criteria, gathering evidence and assessment through activities, feedback and enhancing classroom interaction, self-assessment and peer assessment, promoting collaboration in the classroom, redesigning instruction based on student feedback. Teachers were evaluated based on a verbal rating scale that has four levels of performance: Beginner (1), Growing (2), Progressing (3), and Exemplary (4). The scale was applicable for describing teaching behaviors where the teacher is showing differing degrees of skill or proficiency in performing formative assessment practices.



2.4 Validity and reliability

The observation instrument was validated by 11 experts in early childhood education, measurement and assessment, and science teaching. These experts reviewed the checklist items and provided their comments and views on the suitability of the items to the criteria. Given the comments made, it was ascertained that the instrument adequately met the research's requirements. Furthermore, the researchers performed a pilot test to 20 teachers and made revisions based on their comments. McDonald's Omega, Composite Reliability (CR), convergent validity, and discriminant validity were among some of the scientific measures used to verify construct validity. The results ranged from 0.893 to 0.961 and 0.872 to 0.938, respectively. The Average Variance Extracted (AVE) values ranged from 0.514 to 0.721. Moreover, the discriminant validity of the tool was confirmed using Fornell and Larcker's method, the square root of the AVE for each construct was higher than the correlations between that construct and other constructs in the model. Based on these results, it was confirmed that the instrument is highly reliable and valid (AlAli and Al-Barakat, 2022; AlAli and Saleh, 2022).



2.5 Data collection

The data was collected by attending teaching and learning situations in science learning environments after obtaining consent from the participants and arranging classroom visits, where each visit lasted for ~45 min. During each visit observation, the focus was on evaluating the implementation of formative assessment practices across 10 established criteria. Specific behaviors were also monitored, such as whether the teacher asked timely questions, provided clear feedback, and encouraged peer collaboration. These practices were assessed according to predefined performance levels. Also, feedback from the students regarding the teacher performance, discipline in class, and classroom interactions, and the behavioral aspects of student participation during the formative assessment, like self and peer assessment, was also taken into consideration in ascertaining the effectiveness of the teacher's formative assessment. A redundancy in observations system was used to enhance the validity and reliability of the results. Every session had another observer that was responsible for checking that every other assessment was correct. Each teacher was observed in four sessions, and the assessment forms were filled by both observers for the teachers' four sessions. Each teacher's four observations were done by each of the observers, and both teachers' sets of four assessments were done by both observers. The scores given by each observer were computed.

Using relevant statistical techniques, the inter-rater reliability was verified. The “Inter-Class Correlation Coefficient” or ICC was established as a measure of how observers rated formative assessment practices. The agreement level was 97%. Also, Cohen's Kappa coefficient was used to measure the degree of agreement among observers for all the teaching-learning activities. Adjusted Cohen's Kappa is especially valuable in investigating agreement between observers because it accounts for the probability of random consensus (Walter et al., 2019). A Kappa statistic of 0.88, however, indicates a great amount of agreement on the data collection procedure.

In this lesson, teachers used a single planned lesson to cover all assessment standards and benchmarks as they are certain that all the set requirements can be achieved using this method. In a science classroom where activities and participation are interdependent, a single lesson can include a multitude of methods of formative assessment. For example, right at the beginning of the lesson, the teacher may set the learning objectives that will be attained and restated later during the lesson. The learners' success criteria are also set up in such a manner that, during the activities, reference can be made to them. While participating in these activities, the teacher may monitor student learning through responses and the student's work may be analyzed for evidence of learning progress. The teacher may include self and peer assessment along with group work as well as during activities where students contemplate what they have learned.



2.6 Data analysis

The means and standard deviations were calculated for each specific indicator associated with those criteria in the observation instrument. The maximum possible score for each indicator was 4, and the minimum was 1. The score of formative assessment practices was determined based on an arithmetic means that ranges from 1 to 4 points. When the arithmetic means is < 2, it is considered that formative assessment practices are either absent or weak. If the arithmetic means falls between 2 and 2.99, the practices are present but not fully developed or consistent. However, if the arithmetic means is 3 or more, it is considered that the practices are good and integrated into the lesson. This calculation helps to provide a numerical representation of the data and makes it easier to present the results in an accurate and realistic manner. Additionally, these means were then converted into percentage averages for analysis. The percentage score was calculated using the following formula: Percentage = (Calculated arithmetic means of the item × 100%)/4. To address the second research question, non-parametric tests were utilized, including the Mann-Whitney U test for pairwise comparisons.




3 Research results


3.1 Using formative assessment in science learning environments

The first research question aimed at determining how science teachers implement formative assessment practices to enhance the science learning of primary children. Based on the classroom observations, the arithmetic means and standard deviations of the practice scores for each main criterion of formative assessment were calculated separately for each participant to determine the level of practice.


3.1.1 Planning learning objectives and success criteria

This criterion focuses on ensuring that learning objectives are clearly delivered to students, aligned with lesson content, and linked to prior and future knowledge. It also involves engaging students in defining success criteria to help them understand how to achieve the educational goals. Table 1 presents the means and standard deviations for science teachers' performance on this criterion, ranked in descending order according to their means.


TABLE 1 Means and standard deviations of science teachers' performance on planning learning objectives and success criteria.

[image: Table showing teacher performance indicators with columns for mean, standard deviation, and performance rating. All indicators are rated as "Low" with mean scores ranging from 1.75 to 1.96, and standard deviations between 0.32 and 0.48. Total mean is 1.85 with a standard deviation of 0.42.]

Table 1 showed that that the science teachers' performance in this criterion is consistently low across all indicators. The means ranging from 1.75 to 1.96 indicated that teachers need to improve in all indicators' aspects.



3.1.2 Gathering evidence and assessment through activities

This criterion focuses on how teachers collect evidence of student learning through activities that are aligned with the learning objectives. Ongoing assessment enables teachers to adjust their teaching methods to better address students' needs. Table 2 shows the means and standard deviations for science teachers' performance on this criterion, organized in descending order according to their average scores.


TABLE 2 Means and standard deviations of science teachers' performance on gathering evidence and assessment through activities.

[image: Table listing five teacher performance indicators with corresponding mean, standard deviation, and performance rating. All indicators, focusing on assessment and adaptation to student needs, have mean scores around 1.9 and standard deviations ranging from 0.39 to 0.48, with a "Low" performance rating overall.]

Table 2 showed a low performance of science teachers across all indicators of gathering evidence and assessment through activities criterion, showing a low performance across all indicators, confirming the need to improve teachers' practices related to this criterion.



3.1.3 Feedback and enhancing classroom interaction

This criterion aims to give feedback of the descriptive type and facilitate interaction within the classroom, which are essential for enabling learners to assess their achievement and learn better. Interaction and feedback that is given are productive for understanding and improving the learner's performance. Table 3 shows the means and standard deviations for science teachers' performance on this criterion, organized in descending order according to their average scores.


TABLE 3 Means and standard deviations of science teachers' performance on feedback and enhancing classroom interaction.

[image: Table displaying teacher performance indicators with corresponding mean scores, standard deviations, and performance ratings. All five indicators, ranging from feedback provision to fostering independent use of feedback, have mean scores between 1.80 and 1.92, with standard deviations from 0.41 to 0.48. Overall total mean is 1.87, standard deviation 0.43, with a "Low" performance rating throughout.]

Table 3 showed that the results indicate low performance across all listed indicators. The values of means reveal that all aspects of this criterion need to be improved. The results highlight the urgent need to improve teachers' strategies in providing feedback and enhancing classroom interaction by increasing opportunities for students to apply feedback and developing their ability to use it to improve their performance continuously.



3.1.4 Self-assessment and peer assessment

This criterion emphasizes the importance of encouraging students to assess both their own and their peers' work. Such assessments promote critical thinking, accountability, and contribute to the improvement of the quality of their work and achievement. Moreover, this practice fosters greater independence in students' learning. Table 4 shows the means and standard deviations of science teachers' performance on this criterion, ranked in descending order based on their average scores.


TABLE 4 Means and standard deviations of science teachers' performance on self-assessment and peer assessment.

[image: Table showing indicators for peer assessment with mean, standard deviation, and performance ratings. Indicators focus on evaluation, clarity, opportunities, organization, and criteria. Mean scores range from 1.65 to 1.85 with all performance ratings marked as low. Total mean is 1.75 with a standard deviation of 0.41.]

Table 4 illustrates science teachers' performance on the self-assessment and peer assessment criterion, with results showing low performance across all indicators. The performance rating is classified as “Low” for all listed points, with the average scores ranging between 1.65 and 1.85. This indicates a significant need for improvement in the aspects of this criterion.



3.1.5 Promoting collaboration in the classroom

This criterion emphasizes fostering a collaborative environment in the classroom, where students engage in teamwork to reach shared objectives. Through exchanging ideas and perspectives, students enhance their understanding and learning through mutual collaboration. Table 5 illustrates the means and standard deviations of science teachers' performance on this criterion, organized in descending order according to their average scores.


TABLE 5 Means and standard deviations of science teachers' performance on promoting collaboration in the classroom.

[image: Table showing teacher performance indicators with means, standard deviations, and ratings. Indicators include collaboration encouragement and confidence enhancement. All have low performance ratings, with a total mean of 1.75 and a standard deviation of 0.41.]

Table 5 showed science teachers' performance on the promoting collaboration in the classroom criterion, with all indicators showing low performance. The average scores range from 1.65 to 1.90, indicating a consistent need for improvement in creating a collaborative learning environment.



3.1.6 Redesigning instruction based on student feedback

This criterion analyzes how instructors change their teaching practices considering students' feedback. By meeting student's expectations and changing their teaching methods in response to a student's feedback, teachers can enhance the quality of their teaching as well as the students' learning. Means and standard deviations of science teachers' performance in this task, arranged in a descending order, are shown in Table 6.


TABLE 6 Means and standard deviations of science teachers' performance on redesigning instruction based on student feedback.

[image: Table showing teacher performance indicators with five entries. Each indicator's mean and standard deviation are listed. All have a low performance rating. The total mean is 1.78 with a standard deviation of 0.14.]

As illustrated in Table 6, the participants showed low performance in all indicators of this criterion. The average scores for all indicator was between 1.60 and 1.95. These low scores suggest that while teachers appear to gather evidence of student assessment, they find it difficult to utilize this information for revising their instructive strategies and approaches.




3.2 Effect of teachers' gender and experience on their use of formative assessment

This section focuses on the variables of teacher gender and teaching experience as potential factors influencing the use of formative assessment practices in science learning environments. To examine this, non-parametric tests, specifically the Mann-Whitney U test, were used. The results of this test are presented in Table 7.


TABLE 7 Mann-Whitney U test results for formative assessment practices by gender and teaching experience.

[image: Table showing statistical data related to gender and teaching experience. For gender, males have 22 participants with an average rank of 14.57, W-value 87.03, U-value 29.00, and significance 0.085. Females have 23 participants with an average rank of 16.74, W-value 128.10. For teaching experience under ten years, 18 participants have an average rank of 17.95, W-value 103.00, U-value 29.00, and significance 0.153. More than ten years have 27 participants with an average rank of 14.96 and W-value 108.00.]

Table 7 reveals that male participants ranked the use of formative assessment practices as 14.57 while female participants ranked it considerably higher at 16.74. The results appear to indicate that female teachers tend to apply assessment methods and practices more potent than male teachers. The Mann-Whitney U test at the same time produced a U-value of 29.0 and a significance value of 0.085, which means the analysis suggests this difference is not significant.

For participants with over 10 years of experience, the average rating of the quality of formative assessment practices was 14.96 while those with < 10 years of experience rated it at 17.95. This indicates that teachers with less experience are more willing to use formative assessment methods. However, the Mann-Whitney U test results from the U-value of 29.00 suggest there is no significant difference between average ratings of formative assessment practices and years of teaching experience.

These findings indicate that even though there are some distinctions in the use of formative assessment practices between male and female teachers or between experienced teachers and novice ones, these distinctions are not statistically significant. This implies that there might be other variables that have a stronger influence on the use of formative assessment implementations in the classroom.




4 Discussion

Although formative assessment bears extensive promise in fostering learning, the findings nevertheless showed gaps in all practices which, if worked on, would yield better education results. One such opportunity is where the students' prior learning is incorporated more closely with the new content to be taught. The findings showed that despite the fact that formative assessment has the strength of enhancing prior knowledge, this advantage was underexploited, which means that teachers need additional measures to accomplish the targeted level of linking previous concepts to new ones. Such a finding could be attributed to the existence of problems in applying linking strategies, caused by little training devoted to this area. Earlier research AlAli (2021), Alt et al. (2023), Atasoy and Kaya (2022), Xu et al. (2023), Yan et al. (2022), and Zeng et al. (2018) have noted that emphasizing linkages between what is already known and what is to be learned enhances the students' overall performance.

In terms of assessing criteria and setting benchmarks, the results revealed that these criteria need to be given to the students in a clearer and more precise manner. This can be attributed to the different ways in which the marking criteria are given to students as they have a bearing on the students' comprehension of the teacher's expectations. This confirms the need to direct the students efforts more specifically toward performing better. These findings are consistent with prior research conducted by AlAli (2021), Atasoy and Kaya (2022), Dah et al. (2024), and Van der Steen et al. (2023), which emphasized that clarity of assessment criteria is useful to students in their learning activities and academic performance, as well as enabling teachers to assess the students' progress more effectively.

The findings proved that the tasks and activities carried out for assessment purposes did not always coincide with the projected learning outcomes. This indicates that the assessment instruments need to be better harmonized with the objectives. Earlier studies AlAli (2021), Dah et al. (2024), Van der Steen et al. (2023), and Yan et al. (2022) were in agreement with this assumption, indicating that using more than one assessment instrument or strategy appropriate to a particular learning objective provides more valid and accurate evidence of student achievement, which helps increase students' attention to the material and direct their learning in a more purposeful manner.

Participants did not employ questioning approaches as assessment methods for student development, or respondents may hadn't enough time to reply or there may have been a limited number of responses allowed. This finding is also consistent with other research (AlAli, 2021; Atasoy and Kaya, 2022; Basilio and Bueno, 2021; Jett, 2009; Yan et al., 2022), which reported that when students were encouraged to think more deeply, enhanced questioning techniques increased their understanding of the studied concepts. Accordingly, teachers must learn how to ask questions that promote active participation of students during the learning process.

The findings also showed that students were rarely involved in peer assessment, which is well known to enhance critical thinking and student collaboration. This was attributed to the absence of activities in which students could assess the work of other students because new methods of working and thinking in a collaborative and independent manner have not been cultivated. This is consistent with Basilio and Bueno (2021), Jett (2009), Moyo et al. (2022), Obeido (2016), Ryan (2015), and Van der Steen et al. (2023), that peer assessment encourages collaborative learning and understanding of the subject matter. Besides, the results showed that more self-assessment practices must be introduced in the classrooms, this can be explained by a lack of change that allows students to examine their own learning. This, however, is more corroborated by Almazroa et al. (2022), Ambusaidi and Al-Farei (2017), Bouchaib (2016), and Chemeli (2019) who stated that self-assessment helps the students to track their progress while adjusting their effort and self-control toward independent learning.

It was further noted that the collaboration of teachers and students was lower than expected, which resulted in students being unable to view and address problems from different angles and to solve them. This result can be attributed to a gap in teacher and student collaboration, which forces students to lose out the advantages that the changing environment offers. Various studies Almazroa et al. (2022), Ambusaidi and Al-Farei (2017), Wondim (2025), and Yan et al. (2022) reported that students' collaboration with teachers increases students' participation, collaboration efforts, and even socialization skills.

The findings pointed out how some students' problems in science need to be handled better. This can be explained by that students do not receive enough feedback on their performance, which makes it difficult for the teachers to know what outcomes to work toward. Earlier studies Basilio and Bueno (2021), Jett (2009), Moyo et al. (2022), and Obeido (2016) confirmed that consistent performance data on students' learning challenges assist teachers to better plan and meet students' needs effectively.

The outcomes related to the second question showed that there was no statistical difference between formative assessments employed by male teachers and their female counterparts. This can be explained by the fact that teachers have equal training and experience in using formative assessment instruments. This finding conflicts with earlier studies by Almazroa et al. (2022) and Ambusaidi and Al-Farei (2017), that found gender has a significant impact on the use of formative assessment within the class. Providing equal training and professional experience to both male and female teachers contribute to the existence of equal practices in the field. When professional development programs are equitable and target improving formative assessment skills of all teachers, they will be able to apply the same methods and approaches in assessment according to the requirements of the training program and gender will not have a significant impact on how these practices are employed.

Moreover, the findings showed that teachers' experience had no statistically significant impact on formative assessment practices. This result can be explained by the fact that both novice and experienced teachers seem to face similar constraints toward using formative assessment strategies due to insufficient professional development. This is consistent with earlier studies of Al-Barakat et al. (2023), Almazroa et al. (2022), Ambusaidi and Al-Farei (2017), and Wondim (2025), which reported that experience alone is insufficient to increase the use of formative assessment, and it is the regular additional training that permits teachers to use these strategies.



5 Conclusions, recommendations, limitations, and future research directions

This study highlighted the need to enhance formative assessment practices in children's learning of science education, especially in linking previous concepts with new scientific content and enhancing self-assessment and student collaboration. Additionally, it was noted that questioning techniques, peer assessment, and self-assessment were inefficiently applied, indicating the need to strengthen these practices to nurture critical thinking and cooperation among children.

Considering these concerns, it is necessary to embark on creating teachers' professional development courses that include how to connect students' existing knowledge with the new learning and use the assessment criteria in a more understandable way. Also, devising more reliable evidence collection procedures is essential for the teachers to be able to modify their instruction to respond to the students' varying needs. There is a need to increase the variety of questions posed to students, with the aim of creating more critical thinkers among them. Even more, increasing opportunities for students to form assessments of their peers and self would aid in promoting a collaborative and independent learning culture. At the same time, the interaction between the teachers and the learners should be enhanced by establishing a classroom where ideas can freely be shared, and participation is encouraged.

As with all research, there are limitations that need to be discussed as well, and these could be associated with how the findings are generalizable. One limitation is the sample selected which comes from a very small educational region, so the findings may not be representative of all the educational regions or students. Another limitation of this research is that it was primarily based on direct classroom observations, which might not provide adequate evidence of formative assessment practices. There might be other factors that are not accounted for which affect how some of these practices are carried out. Consequently, there is a need to employ more than one research instrument, i.e., semi-structured interviews, to capture a robust and detailed account of teachers' formative assessment practices.

In terms of future work, there are plenty of topics that need to be investigated. To begin with, it would be interesting to conduct research on the use of formative assessment techniques in other educational disciplines like math or literature to find out if those disciplines employ the strategies differently. Second, future research could focus on the impact of ongoing professional development programs on improving formative assessment practices, identifying how teachers' skills and performance in implementing these strategies can be developed effectively. Third, it would be useful to conduct comparative studies between schools that have successfully implemented formative assessment strategies and those that have not, to identify factors that contribute to the improvement of these practices.
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The water in Mexico does not meet the standards outlined by the United Nations General Assembly in the document “Human Right to Drinking Water and Sanitation” (HRWS). This pertains to potability, acceptability, sufficiency, accessibility, and affordability. An analysis was conducted on the public drinking water service and its impact on the socio-ecological well-being of students attending teacher training schools in Yucatán, Mexico. Online workshops were held using a competency-based methodology. Questionnaires were developed to gather information on the state of public drinking water and sewage services (n = 200) to evaluate participants’ experiences with public water management. Participants completed a questionnaire assessing their understanding and perception of the HRWS (n = 200) and a self-assessment questionnaire (n = 200). Findings indicate that 84% acknowledged governance issues in access to water and its quality (questionnaires), while only 11% of students rated their HRWS as poor to very poor (self-assessment). This cognitive dissonance arises from the gap between knowledge about the water service and self-perception. It suggests that the system’s inadequacies have become normalized, affecting individuals’ willingness to engage in pro-environmental actions and behaviors. The students recognize a water crisis and believe that polluting practices must be addressed. They also feel that increasing public involvement in water management through awareness is essential. However, they do not see themselves as affected by the crisis or as agents of change through their future roles as teachers.
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1 Introduction

Water is vital for both human and environmental health; however, human actions have significantly affected its quality and availability (Oki and Kanae, 2006; Jones, 2011; Mishra, 2023). Due to mismanagement, overexploitation, and pollution, 29% of the global population lacks access to safe drinking water (Mehta, 2007; Mehta et al., 2019). The current water crisis is alarming, with 60% of people worldwide experiencing physical water scarcity, and 61% of households lacking sufficient sanitation (Panhwar et al., 2022; WHO, 2023).

Formal education serves as a crucial instrument to combat poor water management. It raises public awareness and empowers individuals to address environmental and developmental challenges (Kansal and Venkatesh, 2020). Teachers have a key role in this mission, as they can identify, question, and explore the root causes of these issues (Ellerbrock et al., 2016). By analyzing the perceptions and experiences of prospective teachers, we can equip them to influence the next generation’s views and strategies on water management (Cankaya and Filik Iscen, 2015; Kowasch, 2023; Yli-Panula et al., 2023). Compared to other aspects, such as thematic knowledge or teaching practices, these issues are among the least explored in education for sustainability (Adelman, 2018; Barrable, 2019; Ruiz-Garzón et al., 2021). This study investigates how future teachers perceive the Human Right to Drinking Water and Sanitation (HRWS) within their community. This research’s findings might greatly enhance environmental education and water management by revealing how the perceptions of future educators shape their teaching methods and actions. We conducted a questionnaire to evaluate community perceptions of HRWS compliance and a self-assessment survey to investigate these factors in participants’ lives. By comparing the results from both tools, we aim to understand if their perceptions influence their ability to integrate the complexities of water management into their teaching and improve their capacity for action. To our knowledge, no research has been published on this subject in the context of environmental education related to HRWS in Mexico. This topic holds significant relevance given the country’s ecological water-related challenges, particularly if existing water management practices continue (Cockerill, 2010; Emmerich and Molineri, 2019).


1.1 Water, human rights, and education

In 2010, the United Nations General Assembly established crucial standards for water quality and quantity, underscoring their importance in sustainability efforts. The Assembly urged all nations to ensure personal and domestic water supplies meet specific criteria (UNGA, 2010): (i) Water delivery must be adequate, providing a steady flow of 50 to 100 liters daily per individual; (ii) Water must conform to quality benchmarks; (iii) Sanitation facilities must be culturally appropriate, considerate of gender, and mindful of life cycles, demonstrating acceptable organoleptic properties; (iv) Access to water and sanitation services should be convenient, located within or near homes (less than 1,000 meters away and within a 30-min walk); (v) Water costs should remain affordable, capped at no more than 3% of a household’s monthly budget income.

Sanitation refers to systems that manage human waste, solid waste, wastewater, and drainage to protect health (UN-WATER, 2022). Effective wastewater disposal requires well-maintained sewer networks and efficient treatment plants to remove pollutants before returning the water to the environment or a reuse system. Poor water quality and inadequate hygiene significantly threaten human health and hinder social and economic progress (Winkler and Satterthwaite, 2017; Lin et al., 2022). These issues are particularly common in rural and peri-urban areas (Yu et al., 2014; Mishra, 2023), where poverty limits access to basic human rights, negatively affecting the ecosystem (Anglés-Hernández, 2016; Hargrove et al., 2018). Additionally, municipal and industrial wastewater is released into the environment without sufficient treatment (Bayu et al., 2020; García-Searcy et al., 2022; INEGI, 2023).

The National Water Commission (Conagua) manages water resources to ensure security and sustainability in Mexico. Municipalities are responsible for providing drinking water, sewage, and sanitation services, as well as handling urban solid waste (Wilder et al., 2020; García-Searcy et al., 2022; Koul et al., 2022).

The karst aquifer system, primarily composed of carbonate limestone rocks, is the primary source of fresh water in Yucatán and the peninsula (DOGEY, 2019). Unfortunately, the National Water Law does not account for the distinct features of this aquifer (DOF, 2023), resulting in overexploitation and contamination. Many people in Yucatán and throughout Mexico do not have access to public water services that fulfill the standards for the HRWS. Over 70% of households nationwide experience water supply challenges, such as low pressure (Guardiola et al., 2010) and insufficient connections to sewage treatment networks. Mérida, the state capital, has thirty-five key domestic wastewater treatment facilities, yet 105 municipalities in the state lack such necessary infrastructure (CONAGUA, 2021). Consequently, less than 3% of the water extracted is treated for reuse (DOGEY, 2019). Yucatán experiences a higher-than-average rate of acute diarrheal diseases in children under five (Yang et al., 2012; Shamah-Levy et al., 2020), which adversely affects both their physical and cognitive development (Lin et al., 2022; Wolf et al., 2023). This pressing issue highlights the urgency and importance of our efforts in research.

The school setting encourages discussion and analysis (Kansal and Venkatesh, 2020; Pegalajar-Palomino et al., 2021; Li et al., 2022), promoting knowledge exchange, shaping perceptions, and inspiring pro-environmental actions, especially among elementary and middle school learners. In some Latin American nations, students at this age gain their first insights into the natural environment; this may comprise their only formal education regarding these topics throughout their lives (Navarrete-Cazales and Ocaña-Pérez, 2022). Hence, it is crucial for teachers to receive training to effectively address sustainability (Young and Malone, 2023), develop the ability to contextualize information, acknowledge the urgency of environmental challenges, and weave ethical values into the human-nature connection (Cebrián and Junyent, 2015; Cebrián et al., 2020; Barrable, 2019). Such training will empower educators to effectively impart knowledge and foster critical attitudes in students, encouraging active involvement with environmental matters (Ellerbrock et al., 2016).

Educational programs in hydrology and hydrogeology currently face notable information gaps. Students find it challenging to link the water-related knowledge acquired in school to the water management practices in their communities (Lázaro-Salazar, 2020). To promote pro-environmental behaviors, it’s essential to identify threats and take proactive measures, evaluating the seriousness of environmental issues and personal risk (Rogers, 1975; Floyd et al., 2000; Milne et al., 2000; Rainear and Christensen, 2017). The most effective pro-environmental actions emerge when the seriousness of environmental crises is recognized and adaptive strategies are developed to mitigate vulnerability (Brownlee et al., 2013; Falkenmark, 2020; Zobeidi et al., 2022). Achieving this necessitates a thorough analysis of resource management and an understanding of how natural systems operate locally and globally (Pakmehr et al., 2020; Shafiei and Maleksaeidi, 2020). An effective legal framework, social influences (Lange and Dewitte, 2019), and environmental values and knowledge development are crucial for encouraging behavioral change (Li et al., 2022). Additionally, the school environment significantly contributes to the cognitive development that underpins these behaviors (Brownlee et al., 2013).

In Latin America, the scarcity of research on how this perception gap impacts teacher training and environmental awareness highlights the urgency for studies addressing the region’s socio-environmental challenges (Corrochano Fernández et al., 2021). In this context, we pose the following questions: (i) How do teacher trainees perceive their and their community’s access to the HRWS, and what gaps exist in their understanding? (ii) To what extent do these perceptions accurately represent the current conditions of HRWS, and how do they influence their engagement with water-related challenges? (iii) How do these perceptions affect their ability to acquire and convey knowledge that contributes to effective water management and sustainable long-term solutions?

This study evaluates how the study population perceives HRWS and its vulnerabilities pertaining to public water and sanitation services. It also explores how these perceptions influence the recognition of vulnerabilities at both the community and household levels, comparing the students viewpoints with actual conditions. Furthermore, the study pinpoints deficiencies in educational materials to inform the development of interventions, ultimately aiming to improve current educational programs.




2 Materials and methods


2.1 Population and sample

The Bioethics Committee for Research in Human Beings authorized the protocol at the Center for Research and Advanced Studies (COBISH-Cinvestav, document No. 096/2022). In Mexico, educators are trained in “Escuelas Normales” (Normal Schools) that cater to different educational levels, such as elementary, intermediate, and high school. The study was conducted in three schools located in Dzidzantún, Ticul, and Valladolid, all in Yucatán, Mexico. Each of the three localities features a notable rural and indigenous population. While these traits aren’t the focus of this study, they play a crucial role in understanding how access to HRWS is perceived and interpreted. These schools are part of the public education system and prepare teachers for elementary and middle school education. As the Secretary of Public Education (SEP, 2021) reported, ninety-one percent of teachers graduating from these programs are set to teach in elementary public schools, which serve 80% of the population between ages seven and fifteen.

The sample was selected through convenience sampling based on accessibility and participants’ willingness to participate. The study focused on second-semester students (August-December 2022) enrolled in the geography course, with 211 students (N = 211) following the existing curriculum. Geography was selected because it focuses on analyzing the interactions among people, abiotic factors, and society, making it the ideal course for this incorporation intervention. An informational session was conducted with the students to outline the objectives and structure of the educational intervention study (electronic modality). Those who consented to participate received a letter of informed consent, which they signed to fulfill this requirement. The letter detailed how researchers would manage the data confidentially, assuring participants there would be no negative consequences for opting out and that they could withdraw from the study at any time.



2.2 Techniques and instruments

The national educational program and the graduate profile for primary education teachers focus on developing professional competencies (DOF, 2018). To ensure this research and its topics are relevant to this educational framework, we chose the model of professional competencies in education for sustainability (CPES; Cebrián and Junyent, 2015). This model offers a systematic framework, enabling educators to blend cognitive and practical skills to incorporate sustainability principles into their teaching practices.

This model is especially pertinent to the Mexican education system because it supports national competency-based policies and promotes the integration of sustainability topics into the curriculum, making the study more replicable. Previous research (Cebrián and Junyent, 2015; Cebrián et al., 2020; OECD, 2019) has shown its efficacy in developing critical thinking and improving problem-solving skills necessary for tackling sustainability issues in various educational settings contexts.

As part of this approach, a table of concepts on water sustainability (Table 1) was developed. This table emerged from an extensive literature review and was specifically aimed at tackling issues related to HRWS. It helped conceptualize HRWS challenges, guiding the creation of items that recognize, contextualize, and critically evaluate access to public water services. The process was aligned with international guidelines by referencing parameters related to the human right to water and sanitation.


TABLE 1 Professional competencies related to the teaching of HRWS and water resources.

[image: Table comparing competencies, definitions, and their adaptation to Yucatan’s hydrogeology. Contextualization involves understanding spatial-temporal issues, focusing on land use changes. Knowledge covers hydrogeology, karst, and hydrology concepts. Alternative scenarios address freshwater management impacts. Critical thinking involves water management reflection. Decision taking emphasizes education and water conservation. Value clarifications focus on water rights and justice. Modified from Cebrián and Junyent, 2015, and Cebrián et al., 2020.]


2.2.1 Workshop on “The human right to drinking water and sanitation and its impact on public health and ecosystems”

The study was conducted after the school restrictions imposed in response to the SARS-CoV-2 pandemic. The workshop was designed as a digital educational intervention utilizing various online platforms (Martin et al., 2020; Supplementary Material 1). It aimed to achieve three main goals: (i) assisting students in recognizing elements related to HRWS and its importance for ecosystem health, (ii) identifying vulnerabilities linked to HRWS, and (iii) fostering an understanding among students of the importance of effective water management for ensuring quality, availability, and public health. The workshop consisted of three parts: (a) Identifying key water management challenges at global, national, and regional levels, (b) Understanding HRWS, and (c) Examining the relevance of HRWS at both regional and individual levels.

The workshops took place in an e-learning format during extracurricular hours to prevent disruption to students’ regular studies. A single instructor, experienced in teaching with specialized training in psychology and human ecology, led all the sessions. The instructor guided the students during the workshop, offered extra explanations when necessary, and facilitated group discussions. Students joined via the Google Meet® platform on Chrome OS (Chrome OSM96, 2022) for 3 h at scheduled times. The sessions included audiovisual materials1,2 and involved instructor-led group discussions to examine instances of water injustice, access issues, and sanitation data, while also reflecting on participants’ experiences with public water and sanitation services.



2.2.2 Evaluation instruments

The researchers developed digital resources and assessment tools grounded in up-to-date scientific knowledge to fulfill the study’s objectives and tackle major issues. A crucial aspect of our study involved validating the evaluation instruments through a rigorous process. This process featured a pilot test conducted in June 2021 at the Normal School of Ticul, involving 80 former students. The pilot test outcomes verified the instruments’ validity and reliability, with analyses revealing a Cronbach’s Alpha of 0.60 for the multiple-choice sections and consistent results in open-ended responses. Some items were refined for clarity before the final use, enhancing our data’s reliability.

Following the workshop, a survey was carried out to evaluate the community’s views on HRWS, collecting insights regarding threats, the seriousness of impacts, and participant susceptibility (Supplementary Material 2). This survey featured nine open-ended questions divided into three parts: (i) Identifying issues related to water management, (ii) acknowledging potential solutions for management shortcomings and the water crisis, (iii) assessing the effects of the water crisis and the shortcomings in implementing HRWS at home.

After completing the questionnaire, participants used a self-assessment tool (Supplementary Material 3) to gauge their water security, perceived threats, and risks in daily life. This self-assessment comprised 28 questions organized into three sections: (i) measuring the access, quality, and availability of water at home (via a Likert scale); (ii) evaluating domestic and municipal sanitation in their homes (using yes/no responses); and (iii) providing open-ended responses to questions about (a) how water vulnerability affects public health, (b) the factors that ensure water security, (c) the role of citizens in water management, and (d) current forms of collaboration.




2.3 Data analysis

Data from the evaluation tools, including the questionnaire and self-assessment, were organized and categorized in Microsoft Excel®. An analysis of the responses was performed to identify key categories, patterns, and frequencies, which clarified the concepts the students interacted with. For open-ended questions, participants could submit several responses.

The responses were counted to assess the frequency, and percentages were calculated to show the status of HRWS, governance in water management, and participants’ views on water distribution and sanitation issues. The Likert scale responses were analyzed through Cronbach’s alpha to measure the internal reliability of the questionnaire. Levene’s test was used to evaluate the homogeneity of the variances of the groups being compared. To enhance result visualization and assess adherence to HRWS parameters (Figure 1), student responses were categorized into: good when students reported that they always received the service, regular for those who indicated they received it almost always or regularly, and bad for those who said they received it rarely or never.


[image: Bar graph illustrating perceptions of home compliance with various HWRS parameters, divided into "Poor" and "Good." Categories include accessibility (40% poor, 60% good), availability (52% poor, 48% good), acceptability (49% poor, 51% good), drinkability (80% poor, 20% good), bottled water affordability (99% poor, 1% good), piped water affordability (43% poor, 57% good), urban solid waste sanitation (67% poor, 33% good), municipal sanitation (20% poor, 80% good), and domestic sanitation (16% poor, 84% good).]

FIGURE 1
Participants perception of the degree of compliance of human right to drinking water and sanitation (HRWS) within their homes.





3 Results

Between September and November 2022, six online workshops took place. Two hundred students, accounting for 95% of the second-semester student population from the participating centers, attended these workshops. The participants had an average age of 19 years, with 71% being female (Supplementary Material 5).

A total of 400 evaluation instruments were gathered, including 200 questionnaires and 200 self-assessments. The multiple-choice portion of the questionnaire obtained a Cronbach’s alpha of 0.60, signifying acceptable validity and reliability for the instruments in an educational setting (What Works Clearinghouse, 2022). An analysis of the responses from the open-ended sections revealed consistent patterns across all questionnaires, showcasing the construct validity.

After reviewing the results, we combined the three groups of students from the three schools into one sample due to the lack of significant differences. For instance, in Table 2 (Supplementary Material 4), a Levine statistical analysis was conducted on the Likert scale items from the self-assessment, yielding p-values exceeding 0.05. This information is particularly intriguing as it indicates that, even though the towns are in different state regions, the public water management approaches are comparable across the three areas where the participating schools are based.


TABLE 2 Questionnaire results on perception of community compliance with the HRWS. Answer frequencies and percentages.

[image: A table titled "Perceptions on compliance HRWS community" displays responses related to hydric crisis and HRWS issues. It consists of three categories: Opinions on hydric crisis and HRWS, Identified problems, and Proposed solutions to HRWS problems. Each category lists various perceptions, the frequency of responses, and percentages. For example, "There is solution to hydric crisis" shows 180 responses (90%). "Failures in the distribution of water" has 110 responses (54%). "Water infrastructure renovation at municipal level" shows 90 responses (33%). The data highlights challenges and proposed actions regarding water management.]


3.1 Questionnaire results on perception of community compliance with HRWS

Eighty-five percent of the participants acknowledged a global water crisis. They highlighted issues such as drought and water supply challenges in other regions but failed to see the connection to their local circumstances. The remaining fifteen percent rejected the notion of a water crisis. They defended their stance by stating that water frequently reached their homes, that it was plentiful in Yucatan, and that the situation was not as dire as in other countries. This indicates a lack of awareness about the national water situation. When asked whether the water crisis had a solution, 90% of the students responded positively. The remaining 10% denied that a solution existed and justified their viewpoint by citing the scale of the crisis and the challenges of enacting change due to insufficient knowledge and citizen preparedness. We found that 73% of the students felt their HRWS had been violated, primarily due to issues with access and availability. The other 27% did not see their HRWS as violated because they believed the water issues were not severe, and they still received water, even if it was only once a day. This underscores the need for a stronger connection between the national context and students’ daily lives.

The opinions expressed about the state of the HRWS in their communities primarily highlighted three key aspects:


(i)The importance of adhering to HRWS recommendations to prevent adverse health impacts, ensure a stable water supply, and manage contamination.

(ii)Acknowledgment of access, availability, and water quality failures, which indicate a breach of their rights.

(iii)The importance of citizen involvement in water management. The least frequent responses targeted the authorities’ poor law enforcement, disparities in water access favoring corporations, and citizens’ lack of interest in water-related issues (Table 2).



The participants were asked to identify community issues in water management. They found that the most common problem was in the water distribution networks. They provided several examples of failures in access, metering, and service hours, which accounted for 52% of the reported issues. Eight percent of participants indicated the need for better water quality and acceptability from the municipal water service, as well as improvements in domestic hydraulic systems infrastructure.

Concerning solutions to the identified problems, the participants recognized two key priorities. The first was the renewal and maintenance of municipal hydraulic infrastructure, noted by 33% of participants. The second priority was training and effectively monitoring government employees responsible for municipal water management, with 25% of participants emphasizing this necessity. Other significant points that should be addressed were promoting water culture (3%) and enhancing industrial hydraulic infrastructure to prevent contamination or overexploitation of water sources (2%) (Table 2). The proposed measures to address the water crisis were as follows:


(i)Transforming or mitigating polluting practices at all levels (26%).

(ii)Raising citizens’ awareness of the global water situation and the need to change current management (24%).

(iii)Increasing citizen participation in water management to advocate for improvements and prepare management proposals (21%). Additionally, enhancing current governance to ensure monitoring, regulation, and compliance with water laws related to HRWS and transforming water education was mentioned to a lesser extent (7%). The data suggests that participants did not view themselves as agents of change through education.





3.2 Results of the self-assessment questionnaire on the perception of compliance with the HRWS within the home

The responses were categorized according to the compliance levels indicated in the self-assessment questionnaire (Figure 1). Participants who reported consistently receiving the service were classified as good, while those who mentioned inconsistent or insufficient service were classified as poor.

Participants acknowledged that optimal adherence to domestic and local sanitation requires effective collection and proper disposal of solid waste, along with the treatment of wastewater. They felt that both home and industrial wastewater are suitably processed in municipal treatment facilities, provided there’s a network linking their septic tanks to the municipal system.

Table 3 presents feedback regarding perceptions of water resource management. The results suggest that the government falls short of standards for ensuring water is accessible and available. Students feel that reliable access to water is uncertain since, in some locations, piped water is either unavailable or only flows sporadically. The quality of water is deemed unacceptable, as consumption can jeopardize health. Participants recognize that failing to meet specific criteria for household drinking water can negatively impact health, hygiene, and safety. Sixty percent (n = 120) indicated that someone in their household experienced gastrointestinal illnesses between one and five times per month. They were asked whether the discomfort was related to the quality of the water. The most common response was that they did not know. The government is responsible for water management through institutions such as the National Water Commission (CONAGUA), the Secretariat of the Environment and Natural Resources (SEMARNAT), and the municipalities. In Yucatán, the Potable Water and Sewage Board (JAPAY) oversees public water services; this agency is the designated government body for these operations. Yet, no student had this awareness. They highlighted the common conviction that all citizens deserve equal opportunities concerning private initiatives. They observed restricted access to water resources, citing overuse and inconsistencies in the prices companies pay for water. Following their experience with industrial water pollution, the students noted that, although regulations are in place, there is a lack of enforcement by authorities. The penalties seem to fail to mitigate the effects of pollution. They referenced cases of visible environmental harm, yet the accountable companies persist in their operations and pollution without consequences. They recognized the importance of citizen participation in water management. They understood that active involvement in management could enhance citizens’ awareness of their responsibilities regarding water management and empower them to demand and propose better alternatives to address management shortcomings. Examples of citizen participation included organized marches, identifying problems, and community suggestions for improvement made to their municipalities. Based on the evaluation of the overall condition of the HRWS, as illustrated in Figure 2, the following findings were made: (i) Municipal water management services are severely affected, with examples and descriptions of limitations in access and quality; (ii) citizens face disadvantages compared to private initiatives regarding access, availability, and affordability; (iii) there is a lack of accountability in established cases of industrial pollution. Despite acknowledging these limitations, 46% of participants regarded their HRWS as fair, while 40% rated it as good. Only 7% assessed it as “bad” and 5% as “very bad.”


TABLE 3 Self-assessment questionnaire results on perception of community governance of the HRWS.

[image: Table depicting state compliance on Human Rights to Water and Sanitation (HRWS). Key findings include: the state does not guarantee HRWS (84%), poor public health impacts due to lack of hygiene (99%), and companies having more access to water than citizens (93%). The government should ensure HRWS (88%). Environmental damages are linked to inadequate government surveillance and legal enforcement (78-89%). Citizen participation in water management is deemed crucial (99%), with a strong possibility for organized citizen defense of HRWS (96%).]
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FIGURE 2
Self-assessment of compliance with the human rights of drinking water and sanitation parameters at home.


In comparing the current HRWS parameters, derived from official data and scientific studies, with students’ perceptions as shown in Table 4, the categorization of service to citizens is as follows:


TABLE 4 Comparison between current compliance with HRWS parameters in Yucatan and students’ perception (most frequent response).

[image: A table compares human rights to water and sanitation (HRWS) parameters in Yucatan. It includes scientific information, compliance categorization, students' perception, and students' categorization. Parameters assessed are water accessibility, water at home, water quality, potability, bathroom availability, wastewater and solid waste treatment, and costs of bottled and piped water. Compliance ratings range from regular to bad, while students' perceptions and categorizations vary from good to bad, indicating different awareness and assessment of water access, quality, and cost issues.]


(i)Good: when all conditions for the specified parameter are fulfilled.

(ii)Regular: when some conditions are fulfilled.

(iii)Bad: when the service fails to meet the criteria or is not received.



The students’ feedback was categorized using consistent criteria based on the conditions under which they discussed the services linked to the HRWS. Their feedback was presented as percentages. Regarding accessibility, a significant portion rated it as good (60%). They struggled to identify issues related to the acceptability of domestic and municipal sanitation due to clearer discrepancies between actual conditions and perceptions. Eighty-four percent indicated a septic tank connected to a municipal treatment facility. Nevertheless, none of the towns where the schools are situated have sewage treatment infrastructure (CONAGUA, 2021). They reported that urban solid waste management was regular (55%). The municipality provides an inconsistent garbage collection service, and the waste is dumped in a municipal dumpster that does not meet the minimum standards of a landfill as outlined in the Urban Solid Waste Norm 083-SEMARNAT-2021 (DOF, 2021; DOGEY, 2019). Acceptability was rated as good (51%). However, they do not drink piped water and report getting sick if they consume it (Table 4).

Students recognized that the government failed to ensure human rights for safe drinking water and sanitation (HRWS) and lacked effective monitoring, surveillance, and law enforcement (Wilder et al., 2020; García-Searcy et al., 2022). Nonetheless, the suggested enhancements primarily emphasized immediate access and availability, while offering limited focus on regulating polluting activities and overexploitation.




4 Discussion

Workshops and evaluations based on the competency model for teaching water and sanitation sustainability (Cebrián and Junyent, 2015; Cebrián et al., 2020) were effective tools (Ojeda-Barceló et al., 2009; Castle and McGuire, 2010) for understanding the thinking, contextualization, future vision, and values associated with the HRWS of participating students. Research has demonstrated that addressing these topics in the classroom offers the following benefits:


(i)Identifying perceptions about environmental problems.

(ii)Recognizing cognitive dissonance and psychological distance that can influence the development of pro-environmental behaviors.

(iii)Identifying the contents to reinforce self-awareness to help students acknowledge their vulnerabilities and risks while fostering resilient behavior and critical thinking.



This exercise may empower future educators to be more assertive, critical, and proactive in managing children’s education concerning the water crisis. The data from the community regarding HRWS (Table 2) reveal that participants were impacted by issues related to infrastructure failures, distribution challenges, and ineffective public water management. Nonetheless, their main focus was on access and availability. They did not recognize the broader implications of sanitation, encompassing domestic and agro-industrial water sanitation and urban solid waste disposal. Assuming current services are sufficient, it ignores the reality that these services fall short of the established Mexican standards (DOF, 2004) and the criteria for HRWS (UNGA, 2010).

The students were well-informed about the issues concerning community water management, such as its impact on the health of the ecosystem, the lack of accountability in the private sector, and the insufficient thoroughness of government agencies. However, they did not recognize the link between water quality and health. It is important to note that significant advancements in global health have stemmed from progress in sanitary engineering (Yu et al., 2014; WHO, 2023), yet the participants remain unaware of this fact. They were unable to observe that their homes lacked municipal wastewater systems (CONAGUA, 2021). This issue is closely tied to the karst system. Most residences utilize septic tanks, with walls covered in faulty stone and cement lining. Much of the liquid waste seeps into the ground below. Cleaning septic tanks is a rare necessity. As a result, significant contamination of the aquifer has occurred, often unnoticed by residents (Febles-Patrón and Hoogesteijn, 2010; Martínez-Peña et al., 2013). Therefore, the widespread belief that every house is tied to a wastewater system leading to a treatment plant.

The reason students do not perceive any issues with their access to safe water and sanitation (HRWS) can be illustrated with an example. When water service is intermittent or the supply is inadequate (poor availability), people tend to store water in plastic containers. Although this practice compromises hygiene and water quality, it is not viewed as a problem. This is because individuals consider their situation normal, as it has always been that way, and they believe conditions are worse in other places, which makes them feel fortunate. Individuals might possess the information needed to evaluate their situation; however, in the absence of comparative benchmarks, they are unable to fully understand their circumstances or explore avenues for improvement (Corral-Verdugo et al., 2006; Fan et al., 2014; Bayu et al., 2020). A study by Ruiz-Garzón et al. (2021) in Spain found that students discussing sustainable development identified access to clean drinking water as essential for societal progress. They acknowledged the detrimental effects of inadequate availability and sanitation, demonstrating a desire for improved resource management. Unlike the participants in this study, the Spanish students benefited from strong environmental education, and their access to water, its quality, and sanitation were optimal, contributing to a higher quality of life. It’s essential to compare what is right and desired, with what is wrong and unwanted. This lack of comparative ability can lead to inactivity and negatively impact human and ecosystem health (Hargrove et al., 2018; Sadoff et al., 2020; Mishra, 2023). People must have clearly defined well-being standards to identify flaws in their lives. Students were more inclined to recognize and accept the global water crisis than to acknowledge their own vulnerability. The global water crisis is broadly acknowledged and accepted within society. Nevertheless, they struggled with critical thinking skills needed to question and comprehend how this crisis directly affects their community. Their lack of self-evaluation is evident, with only 11% acknowledging their circumstances in the context of HRWS. These results can be understood through two theories: (i) cognitive dissonance, in which individuals might regard the situation as favorable to avoid discomfort arising from unresolved conflicting beliefs (Thøgersen, 2004; Bosone et al., 2022), and (ii) psychological distance, wherein people perceive effects at a social rather than an individual level, thus minimizing their intention to act (Milne et al., 2000; Spence et al., 2012; Li et al., 2022). Psychological distance hinders critical thinking, as abstract ideas must connect with experienced reality. The students participating were unaware of their HRWS, normalizing gaps in their rights despite the educational process. Once these students become teachers, they will likely display the same behavior. Educators need the right tools and standards to motivate and engage students in learning about water management. Without these resources, social pressure and resistance to change may be insufficient. Therefore, students must receive proper education about HRWS (Nisbet and Gick, 2008; Ellerbrock et al., 2016; Tamar et al., 2021).

The proposed solutions sought to eliminate polluting practices and enhance public awareness of their role in community water management. Only 7% (n = 263) recognized the necessity of reforming industrial practices related to overexploitation, pollution, and significant lapses in regulation and accountability, emphasizing citizens as the main problem instead of addressing the administrative gaps at both the industrial and governmental levels (Nisbet and Gick, 2008; Spence et al., 2012). Notably, globally, 10% of water withdrawals are allocated for human consumption, while the remaining 90% is used by agriculture and industry (Oki and Kanae, 2006; Bayu et al., 2020).

Public policies and governance were the least emphasized topics (Fortner and Meyer, 2000). It is particularly noteworthy that the group overlooked the root causes of these issues, especially given the many instances of impunity and insufficient oversight by environmental authorities in the state. This environment of impunity creates a lawless atmosphere that prevents any shift in perspective (Sandoval-Díaz, 2020). Those who recognize these problems often feel overwhelmed and powerless in the face of such vast challenges. One potential solution could be integrating environmental values into group discussions, encouraging young individuals to engage actively in pro-environmental movements. This approach could emerge from the educational sector, where educators are vital. Teachers need to acknowledge the significant influence their roles can have on society (Lange and Dewitte, 2019; Shapira-Lishchinsky and Tsemach, 2014). Stressing this point to future educators is crucial, as they might not fully grasp the extent of their potential societal impact through their teaching work.

Teachers’ beliefs and values regarding sustainability, nature, and water governance significantly shape their environmental education approaches (Nisbet and Gick, 2008; Yli-Panula et al., 2023). Educators who identify strongly with environmentalism are likely to employ teaching methods that promote sustainable behaviors among their students (Tamar et al., 2021). Nonetheless, the effectiveness of their teaching can diminish if there is a mismatch between their beliefs and everyday practices (Waters-Adams, 2006; Ellerbrock et al., 2016). Incorporating insights from environmental psychology can provide a deeper understanding of how personal values affect educational engagement, and it can assist teachers in enhancing their influence as role models in advocating for sustainable practices (Lange and Dewitte, 2019).

Conducting studies like this is crucial to identifying the areas of educational programs that require strengthening. Participants in the study failed to recognize the significance of teaching practices aimed at enhancing water culture. Additionally, they did not fully acknowledge their potential as future agents of change capable of improving their students’ overall quality of life (Fortner and Meyer, 2000). To our knowledge, no similar findings have been published in Mexico. This topic should be prioritized for future development, especially due to the serious environmental challenges the country faces (Cockerill, 2010). The failure to recognize one’s vulnerabilities hinders one’s capacity for action, making it vital to train knowledgeable professionals who adhere to the principles of care and environmental justice (Kowasch, 2023).



5 Conclusion and recommendations

In this study, we advocate for actions that foster citizen engagement in water management via the educational system. These initiatives include (i) enhancing awareness of citizen participation mechanisms and legal rights, ensuring that both the public and educators are knowledgeable about organizations that oversee natural resources, (ii) highlighting the significance of various facets of the HRWS, extending beyond mere access and availability, as sanitation issues can lead to serious health and environmental consequences; (iii) offering environmental education for teachers to empower them as catalysts for social change; (iv) informing affected individuals about their rights and responsibilities, along with defense strategies for cognitive dissonance and psychological distance; and (v) utilizing electronic resources to tackle socio-ecological challenges, considering time and resource limitations, which can improve comprehension of environmental issues concerns.

Furthermore, cognitive dissonance could be addressed using activities designed to prompt reflection on the long-term consequences of water crises. This strategy aligns with public policies, integrating water topics within teacher training, complete with dedicated modules and chances to contemplate water governance policies. These initiatives aim to enhance ongoing training and build partnerships among academic institutions, governments, and local communities to encourage sustainable learning action.

These findings were communicated to educational institutions to facilitate the implementation of these proposals, emphasizing on the recognized gaps and offering instructional resources. Additionally, the digital materials used in the workshop are publicly accessible. Furthermore, CONAGUA and national and state Public Education Secretaries were approached to discuss the results and suggest establishing a course focused on water culture for teachers, covering subjects absent from the existing educational curriculum. The proposal was embraced and is currently under consideration for development.

Through these actions, trainee students could acquire a fundamental understanding of Yucatan’s intricate water resource issues. Future teachers would need further professional development to analyze, tackle, and manage environmental challenges effectively. With increased familiarity with the subject, student trainees should be able to incorporate these ideas into their teaching, promote their inclusion in curricula and textbooks, and help cultivate informed, engaged, responsible, and proactive citizens for the future.
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Adolescents in single-parent families frequently encounter academic challenges amplified by financial, temporal, and emotional constraints. Guided by Family Systems Theory this study explores the lived experiences of single-parents in India and identifies implications for educational professionalism-that is, the capacity of teachers, counselors, and school leaders to respond proactively to diverse family structures. In this study, semi-structured interviews with 12 single-parents of eleven to eighteen year old adolescents were analyzed using reflexive thematic analysis. As a result, five inter-linked themes emerged: (1) challenges of adolescents' academics (Effects of Gadget Addiction on Academic Performance, How Bullying adversely affects Academic Performance, Competitive Curriculum—a major hurdle in the uneven playground of competitive academics); (2) challenges of single-parentship (Financial strain and its adverse effect on academic performance, Responsibility Overload and its adverse impact on academic performance, Adverse effect of Social Stigma and Stereotyping in Academic Performance, Importance of Time management in Academic Performance); (3) communication patterns; (4) emotional wellbeing; and (5) planning and monitoring. These findings underscore the need for flexible, stigma-free school practices, such as after-hours conferences, scholarship pipelines, and anti-bias training to ensure single-parent families are true partners in schooling and implies that embedding these recommendations within professional standards can help operationalize inclusive, context-sensitive education.
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Introduction

Single-parent families constitute an increasingly visible demographic worldwide, accounting for roughly 10–12 % of all households in high-income countries and rising steadily in middle-income regions (Berghammer et al., 2024). India mirrors this trajectory: census micro-data indicate that the proportion of households headed by a lone mother or father grew from 4.5% in 2001 to about 7.8% in 2019, with urban centers recording the sharpest gains (Sinha and Ram, 2019). Legislative shifts such as streamlined divorce proceedings and improved widow-pension schemes have made single-parenthood more visible, yet social services and school policies have lagged behind these demographic realities (Herbst and Kaplan, 2016).

A multi-country meta-analysis confirms that students reared in single-parent homes score on an average one-quarter of a standard deviation lower on mathematics and reading assessments than peers in continuously married-parent families, net of socioeconomic status (Pong et al., 2003). Similar trends surface in India's National Achievement Survey data, where children from single-mother households perform significantly below the state mean in grades 8 and 10 (Garcia and Tillmann, 2025). Explanations converge on three mechanisms: (a) resource dilution-reduced income and learning materials (Cooper and Stewart, 2021); (b) time scarcity-one caregiver managing employment and child supervision (Skomorovsky et al., 2019); and (c) cumulative stress-exposure to conflict, stigma, or grief that erodes cognitive bandwidth (Chen and Wu, 2022). Each pathway separately predicts lower homework completion, diminished subject mastery, and weaken school attachment (Brown and Johnson, 2021). Studies have shown that adolescents from single-parent families with low socioeconomic status tend to perform worse academically than their peers from dual-parent families (Garg et al., 2007). Self-esteem of the adolescent from single parent families might get influenced by their peer relationships (Mohan, 2020). Limited access to basic educational resources, such as books, a quiet space to study, or internet connectivity, further exacerbates the academic challenges faced by these adolescents.


Educational professionalism: concept and policy imperative

Educational professionalism refers to the ethical, reflective, and responsive practice of educators committed to equity and continuous learning (Seleem et al., 2025). India's National Education Policy 2020 exhorts schools to become “vibrant, caring, and inclusive communities,” but operational guidelines remain generic, often presuming a two-parent involvement model (Venkata et al., 2025). International frameworks likewise stress collaborative professionalism-teachers partnering with social workers, psychologists, and families to address multifaceted barriers (Hargreaves, 2019). Yet empirical reviews reveal that teacher preparation programs seldom include modules on engaging single-parent households, leading to inadvertent deficit stereotyping and lower expectations (Fox, 2020).



Objectives of the study

	1. To explore the lived experiences of single-parents as they engage with the Indian school system, striving to get good education for their adolescents.
	2. To identify the specific educational challenges faced by single-parent families in supporting their adolescent children's academic journey.



Purpose of the study

The standard model of parental involvement often assumes a family has two parents and stable financial and emotional support. This model might not be suitable for this growing group of families. Therefore, educational professionalism needs to be redefined to include the ability to be empathetic, flexible, and adaptable to the needs of diverse families. This study offers the data needed to help guide this redefinition.

The purpose of this qualitative study is to explore the real-life experiences of single-parents as they interact with the Indian school system. The main goal is to turn their challenges into practical recommendations that can inform and improve educational professionalism.



Theoretical background

This study is grounded in Family Systems Theory, a theoretical framework that can be used to explain the complex interactions between single-parent families and the educational system. It provides a lens for understanding both the internal dynamics of the family and the external support structures needed from educational professionals.



Family systems theory

Family Systems Theory, developed by Murray Bowen, views the family as an interconnected emotional unit. It suggests that the actions and emotional state of one member directly affect all other members (Watson, 2012). This framework is particularly useful for understanding the challenges faced by adolescents in single-parent homes. The absence of one parent disrupts the family's balance, leading to shifts in roles, responsibilities, and relationships that can significantly impact an adolescent's development and academic life (Amato, 2005).

A core concept of this theory is the “differentiation of self,” which is the ability to remain an individual while staying emotionally connected to the family. In single-parent families, adolescents may struggle with this because of a heightened emotional connection with the single-parent, especially if the parent depends on the adolescent for support (Hooper and Doehler, 2011). This can increase the adolescent's stress and reduce their capacity to focus on school. Furthermore, the theory explains how the functioning of the single-parent-who often faces immense economic and emotional pressure-can influence their parenting style and, in turn, their child's academic success (Watson, 2012). Family boundaries can also become blurred, with adolescents taking on adult roles that interfere with their school responsibilities (van Dijk et al., 2025). By using Family Systems Theory, this study analyses how these internal family dynamics create specific needs that educational professionals must understand to provide effective support.

Family Systems Theory reflects Bronfenbrenner's ecological perspective, recognizing that schools and families form linked microsystems whose interactions significantly influence a child's development; thus, educational policy evaluation must include measures of family–school relational quality in addition to academic outcomes (Long et al., 2021). This is especially important when designing policies that support families experiencing disruption, such as single-parent households. Educational policy evaluation should include measures of family–school relational quality in addition to academic outcomes (Martinez-Yarza et al., 2024), emphasizes that strong family–school relationships improve both student outcomes and the long-term success of education systems, highlighting the need for policy evaluations to include indicators like relational trust and family wellbeing. The family systems theory highlights the need to restore balance within the family system; for example, school-based family interventions can help clarify boundaries and reduce emotional overdependence, which may in turn address issues like excessive gadget use through shared parent-adolescent monitoring strategies (Watson, 2012).



Need for study

Adolescents thrive on consistent, quality interaction with their parents, irrespective of the family structure and the quality of this interaction directly reflects on their academic performance. They require guidance in navigating homework requirements, understanding complex concepts, and developing effective study habits. They crave emotional support, encouragement and reassurance as they encounter academic setbacks and celebrate achievements. The rise in single-parent households in India has brought increased attention to the unique educational challenges faced by adolescents in these families (Sahib and Aldoori, 2025). Despite this demographic shift, there remains a significant gap in research specifically addressing the academic, emotional, and social struggles of adolescents from single-parent families in the Indian context (Naushad, 2022). Studies have found that adolescents in single-parent families often experience lower academic achievement and higher dropout rates compared to those from two-parent families, underscoring the need for focused investigation (Park and Lee, 2020).

This research tries to throw light to the complex terrain navigated by single-parents as they work with their adolescents through their academic challenges. By examining the specific challenges the single-parents face, and investigating the types of support needed by their children, and the potential hindrances in providing that support, we hope to uncover the unique challenges of adolescents of single-parents in their academic performance and help academic professionals to formulate relevant interventions to support them. Many existing studies on single-parenting and adolescent education are based on Western populations, and their findings may not be directly applicable to the Indian socio-cultural environment, where family dynamics and societal expectations differ considerably (Sinha and Ram, 2019). Recent Indian research highlights that adolescents in single-parent families face additional barriers such as financial constraints, reduced parental involvement, and limited access to educational resources, which can negatively impact their academic performance (Sinha and Ram, 2019). Furthermore, the stigma attached to single-parenthood in India often leads to social isolation for both parents and adolescents, compounding educational challenges (Dharani and Balamurugan, 2024). There is a pressing need for more empirical studies in India to identify effective interventions and support systems tailored to the needs of single-parent families (Mishra et al., 2021).




Methods

Informed consent: the participants were informed about the purpose of the study and assured of confidentiality. Full disclosure of the research process, including the reflexive nature of the analysis, was provided to participants.

Voluntary participation: participants had the right to withdraw from the study at any time without prejudice. This right to withdraw had been communicated to the participants. Participants were also encouraged to skip any questions that they did not feel like answering, with any number of questions.

Confidentiality: anonymity and confidentiality were assured throughout the research process.


Study design

This research employed an inductive qualitative study with a naturalistic approach, utilizing semi-structured interviews to explore the experiences of single-parents supporting their adolescent children's academics. This method focuses on understanding phenomena in their natural settings, allowing patterns and theories to emerge from the data itself (Cutler et al., 2021). It emphasizes the researcher's role in interpreting these experiences while acknowledging the inherent subjectivity of both researcher and participants, facilitating a nuanced understanding of individual narratives and their contextual complexities.



Settings

The researchers conducted the study from Dec 2023 to Jan 2024. They sent out a brief introduction explaining the study, the importance and the prerequisites of the research with their contact numbers for potential participants to reach out to them. This was published in social media forums such as Facebook and WhatsApp groups. The respondents were reached out to validate the participation criterion and to clarify any apprehensions that they might have had. Whoever reached out thus, were requested to refer others in their connections who also meet the research criterion to expand the sample size. Snowballing like this was important to get enough respondents since the sample universe is a reserved population.

Out of the initial pool of 92 respondents, 36 were excluded from the study: 32 because their children were below the minimum eligible age of 10 years, and 4 because their children exceeded the maximum eligible age of 22 years, with the youngest in this latter group being 23 years old. An additional 28 respondents did not meet the single-parent criterion and were therefore excluded. Sixteen participants initially consented to participate but subsequently discontinued communication and did not proceed to the data collection stage. Following confirmation of eligibility, interview appointments were scheduled. Data were collected through audio-recorded interviews conducted via telephone, using a laptop for recording.



Participants

While the snowball sampling technique has limits, such as the possibility of bias and results that may not apply to everyone, it worked well for finding people willing to share their personal experiences on a sensitive topic. The sample included 12 single-parents (11 mothers, 1 father) living in urban and semi-urban areas of India. Eight of the participants were from urban areas and four of them were from semi-urban areas. Each of the single-parents had at least one adolescent who was between the ages of 11 and 18.

To provide the context needed to understand the findings and to address criticisms of past research that lacked such detailed demographic information was collected from each participant. This information is shown in Table 1. Including these details is not just for description; it is essential to the professional focus of this paper. It gives educators and counselors the background knowledge they need to move beyond a single view of “the single-parent family” and toward a practice that is responsive to individual differences. For example, this context is vital because the support an educator needs to provide for a recently widowed parent dealing with grief (like P1) will be very different from the support needed for a family that has been a stable single-parent household for years after a divorce (like P2). A one-size-fits-all professional approach is not effective, and the Table 1 below provides the context for a more tailored understanding.

TABLE 1 Sociodemographic data of the participants.


	Participant ID
	Parent's age
	Child's age
	Child's gender
	Reason for single parenthood
	Duration of single parenthood (years)
	Socio-economic status (SES)





	P1
	42
	15
	Male
	Widowed
	3
	Middle income

 
	P2
	38
	12
	Female
	Divorced
	5
	Lower-middle income

 
	P3
	45
	16
	Male
	Widowed
	8
	Middle income

 
	P4
	39
	14
	Male
	Divorced
	2
	Upper-middle income

 
	P5
	41
	13
	Female
	Single by Choice
	13
	Upper income

 
	P6
	50
	18
	Male
	Widowed
	10
	Middle income

 
	P7
	37
	11
	Female
	Divorced
	4
	Lower-middle income

 
	P8
	44
	17
	Female
	Widowed
	1
	Lower income

 
	P9
	48
	18
	Male
	Divorced
	12
	Middle income

 
	P10
	43
	15
	Female
	Single by Choice
	15
	Upper-middle income

 
	P11
	46
	16
	Male
	Widowed
	6
	Middle income



	P12
	40
	14
	Male
	Divorced
	7
	Lower-middle income







Data collection

Reflexive Interviewing: participants were interviewed individually using a flexible interview questionnaire. The questionnaire served as a starting point, fostering open-ended dialogues that allow participants to delve deeper into their own experiences and perspectives. The researcher adapted the interview based on emerging themes and participant cues, promoting a collaborative and responsive dialogue.

The guide covered topics such as:

	° Sociodemographic information
	° Family structure
	° Challenges faced in providing academic support
	° Types of academic support adolescents need
	° Barriers to providing effective support
	° Coping mechanisms and strategies used
	° Perceived impact of single-parenthood on adolescent academics
	° Experiences with existing support systems (if any)

Duration: interviews lasted approximately 60–90 min and were audio-recorded with participant consent.

Field notes: the researcher took detailed field notes throughout the research process, capturing observations, reflections, and evolving understandings of the data. These notes helped the analysis and contributed to the researcher's own reflexivity.



Data analysis

Reflexive Thematic Analysis: interviews were transcribed verbatim and analyzed using Braun and Clarke's (2019) framework for reflexive thematic analysis. Table 2 depicts the phase of the framework.

TABLE 2 The process of reflexive thematic analysis.


	#
	Phases
	Description





	1
	Data familiarization
	Understanding and analyzing data collected from interviews involved transcribing audio recordings, taking notes, and re-listening to the recordings when information was unclear. This process helped in examining and forming patterns and meanings from the data in depth.

 
	2
	Initial code generation
	Creating initial codes from the data involved selecting main points from the discussion. Codes were identified from each response individually for each respondent and each question.

 
	3
	Generating themes
	Identifying the meaning of initial codes and their relationships involved further organizing them into initial themes. This process included grouping codes to form a basic structure of themes.

 
	4
	Developing and Reviewing themes
	Detecting coherent patterns in codes and examining the entire data set involved refining, removing, or adding themes by analyzing in depth and correlating responses from multiple questions.

 
	5
	Defining & naming themes
	Determining the story behind each identified theme and fitting it into the larger context of the data set involved finding appropriate names for each theme. Relationships between themes were identified, diagrammatically represented, and their names were refined further.



	6
	Report production
	Presenting the whole story of the data in a concise and descriptive way involved detailing each theme and discussing them in the context of the conducted interviews and existing research.







Justification for themes, sub-themes

Quotes, codes, sub-themes and themes extraction from transcripts are tabulated in Table 3 and the emerged Thematic representation is depicted in Table 4.

TABLE 3 Quotes, codes, sub-themes and themes extraction from transcripts.


	Supporting data extracts (quotes)
	Initial codes (examples)
	Sub-themes
	Main theme
	Description





	“Since I am not in to any monthly salary, I make money doing my own work such as taking tuition for other kids, I completely rely on that income as of now.”
	Unstable Income
	Financial Challenges
	Challenges of Single Parentship
	Explains what the challenges are faced by single parents in supporting their adolescents in their academic pursuits from the point of view of the single parent



	“Difficult journey. Even if you are sick, you need to take care of them.”
	Non-sharable responsibility
	Responsibility Overload
	
	



	“One neighbor tried to hit on me thinking I am easy-going as I am a single parent”
	Easy going
	Social Stigma and Stereotyping
	
	



	“I cut down all my extracurricular activities like friends, trips.”
	Cut down activities
	Time management
	
	

 
	“Recently, due to subject pressure, he is finding it difficult to get his HomeWorks done for Maths”
	Difficult Subjects
	Competitive Curriculum
	Challenges of adolescent's academics
	Explains the challenges faced by the adolescent in their academics from the point of view of the single parent



	“During corona, it was all screentime with no control. He got very addicted.”
	Uncontrolled screentime
	Gadget Addiction
	
	



	“In school, kids are very mean. They say bad things to him. They teased him. ”
	Verbal Teasing
	Bullying
	
	

 
	“He does not tell anything. How was your day? - good.”
	Closed Communication
	NA
	Communication Pattern
	Captures the way communication is conducted between the single parent and the adolescent and what is its impact on the adolescent's academic performance.

 
	“She wrote cat and her rank was 2014. She was depressed.”
	Depression
	NA
	Emotional well-being
	Explains the wellbeing of the adolescent in terms of his emotions and how it affects his/her academic performance.



	“He is not very studious, he needs constant motivation and help with planning.” “I was not aware of academic problem, we had huge tornado in house. Everyone was shocked when we realized his lagged so much in his academics.”
	Help with Planning No monitoring
	NA
	Planning and Monitoring
	Explains how the single parent is conducting the planning and monitoring of the adolescent's academic pursuit.





TABLE 4 Thematic representation of a single parent's struggle with his/her adolescent.


	Main theme
	Description
	Sub-themes





	Challenges of single parentship
	Explains what the challenges are faced by single parents in supporting their adolescents in their academic pursuits from the point of view of the single parent
	Financial Challenges



	
	
	Responsibility Overload



	
	
	Social Stigma and Stereotyping



	
	
	Time management

 
	Challenges of adolescent's academics
	Explains the challenges faced by the adolescent in their academics from the point of view of the single parent
	Competitive Curriculum



	
	
	Gadget Addiction



	
	
	Bullying

 
	Communication Pattern
	Captures the way communication is conducted between the single parent and the adolescent and what is its impact on the adolescent's academic performance.
	

 
	Emotional wellbeing
	Explains the wellbeing of the adolescent in terms of his emotions and how it affects his/her academic performance.
	



	Planning and monitoring
	Explains how the single parent is conducting the planning and monitoring of the adolescent's academic pursuit.
	





Our data analysis method also emphasizes on following aspects:

1. Critical self-awareness: the researcher explicitly acknowledged their own biases, assumptions, and theoretical stances throughout the analysis.

2. Dialogue with data: the analysis prioritized the voices and experiences of participants, allowing themes to emerge organically from their narratives.

3. Iterative engagement: the coding and theme development processes was cyclical, allowing for constant revisiting and refinement of interpretations.

	4. Contextualization: themes were situated within the broader social and cultural context of single-parenthood and adolescent development.



Rigor

The confidence in the truth of the findings was enhanced through prolonged engagement with the data and through member checking. This member checking process involved creating a concise summary of the main themes and sub-themes, which was then emailed to four participants who had previously agreed to a follow-up review. They were asked to verify if the interpretations accurately reflected their experiences and perspectives. All four participants confirmed the resonance of the themes, providing minor suggestions for clarifying the wording of two quotes, which were subsequently incorporated. A detailed description of the participants' context and the study's setting, allowing readers to assess the applicability of the findings to other situations was captured during the interview and documented. Dependability was maintained through a rigorous process of reflexive thematic analysis, which involved keeping a detailed reflexive journal to document methodological decisions and personal biases throughout the research process. Furthermore, an audit trail consisting of audio recordings, interview transcripts, notes taken during analysis and discussions were maintained to ensure that the findings could be traced back to their original sources. To enhance credibility, triangulation was achieved by cross-verifying interview transcripts with field notes and member summaries. Two researchers independently coded 50% of the transcripts, achieving 85% inter-coder agreement, with discrepancies resolved through consensus discussions.




Results

After reviewing and analyzing the data in focus group discussions, researchers agreed up on five themes and sub-themes: challenges of single-parentship (four sub themes, Financial challenges, Responsibility overload, Social Stigma and stereotyping, planning and monitoring), Challenges of adolescent's academics (three sub themes, Effects of Gadget Addiction on Academic Performance, How Bullying adversely affects Academic Performance, Competitive Curriculum—a major hurdle in the uneven playground of competitive academics), Communication Pattern, Emotional wellbeing and time management.


Theme 1: challenges of adolescent's academics

Where five of the single-parents' have adolescents who were very good in studies and highly self-motivated, seven of them reported constant struggle with their adolescent's academics. Research consistently demonstrates that children living with single-parents score lower on measures of academic ability and achievement than do children with two continuously married parents (Amato et al., 2015).



Sub-theme: effects of gadget addiction on academic performance

Gadget addiction was identified as a major challenge, with 7 of the 12 participants reporting it as a primary concern. Parents explained that because they are often occupied with work or household chores, their adolescents have significant unsupervised time, which is frequently spent on mobile phones or laptops instead of on their studies. One of the parents reported that:

	“He does not have any friends and does not like to go out and play. He is looking at the mobile phone all the time. If I try to take it away or ask him to study, he yells at me. He doesn't even spend half of that time for his homework.”

Another parent's report:

	“I used to switch off the WIFI after a certain time. She used to go to a particular room and act like she was studying. Later I came to know that she was using neighbor's wifi and spending more time on the net. Even when it's time to study for the exams, she is scrolling more than usual, sharing her worries online than actually studying.”

This issue is understood within the framework of Family Systems Theory, which suggests that the absence of a second parent can limit the family's capacity for monitoring, making it more difficult to manage a child's digital habits.



Sub-theme: how bullying adversely affects academic performance

Another challenge raised by participants was bullying within the school environment, where other children would intimidate or tease their adolescent. One of the parents reported that:

	“They called him mean words and prompted him to react. He got really angry and threw their water bottle at the ground. The class teacher came to know about this and punished my son. Then he told me and I reported to the head mistress. She saw the incident on camera and realized what happened and punished the other kids. after this incident my son had to be forced to even go to school.”

Participants expressed concern that while their children may develop resilience over time, these bullying incidents negatively impact their confidence and interest in going to school, which in turn affects academic performance.



Sub-theme: competitive curriculum—a major hurdle in the uneven playground of competitive academics

Participants described the difficulty of supporting their children through a highly demanding school curriculum. The lack of focus from a missing parent was seen as a considerable factor. One of the parents reported that:

	“He is not studious at all. I wonder what is wrong with him. Whenever I make him study, he doesn't understand the concepts. He will not remember anything after a few days, even if he understands something. It's frustrating how he is such a failure at the school.”

The effort needed for getting good marks is very high in most of the syllabuses. Three single-parents changed their adolescents' schools multiple times, two others either changed syllabus or shifted from competitive topics such as science to creative topics such as fashion design.



Theme 2: challenges of single-parentship

In every single report from the twelve participants various challenges they face on a day to day basis due to various factors associated with the family structure were evident. Socio-economic status and economic independence and dependence have a profound impact on the wellbeing and adjustment of single-parents. Although gender parity was not achieved in the sample, the responses from single parents who participated in the study were largely consistent with findings from prior research. That study highlighted that, beyond economic challenges, a salient factor affecting wellbeing and social adjustment among divorced single parents in highly family-oriented cultures is the social identity associated with their marital status. This influence appeared to affect both men and women similarly, as no significant gender differences were observed in the present investigation (Bailey, 2007).



Sub-theme: financial strain and its adverse effect on academic performance

The biggest challenge that single-parents faced in self-reports was financial. But this contradicted the fact that most of them also reported that they did not have to cut down drastically on the adolescent's education or household expenses. For five families, a separated parent was sharing some of the financial burden such as paying for the school fees or sharing a percentage of his salary. But in the rest of the seven, only the single-parent's earnings were the source of supporting the household expenses as well as educational expenses. In general, the financial struggle is either in arranging expensive helplines such as external tuitions or affording entertainment such as costly toys or vacations, the lack of which can put the adolescent on a backfoot socially among his/her peers which will in turn cause low morale and reflect negatively in academic performance. One single-parent reported that:

	“I am not a salaried employee; I earn month to month from my coaching. If I get sick for a few days, the money stops coming and that causes a lot of problems. I have to plan very carefully and cut down on expenses, forget extravagant parties or costly toys for my kid. I can't afford to get him tuition. Sometimes I manage to get old books from older kids that my kid can use so that I don't need to buy them. But it's not always possible. I have waited many weeks for me to get enough money so that I can buy textbooks for him.”

It is also observed that where the single-parent has good financial support, they are generally able to manage their single-parenthood without much hassle. One parent who had a company spends a lot of time with his adolescents and helps them plan, teach them subjects and does not feel it has added any pressure to his lifestyle. For those adolescents whose single-parents do not have good financial resources to send them to good schools or arrange for tuitions will struggle in getting quality education and good marks.



Sub-theme: responsibility overload and its adverse impact on academic performance

Single-Parents with adolescent kids must manage the entire household by themselves. Office work, paying bills, managing finances, cooking, household chores, helping their adolescent with subjects, visiting school and connecting with teachers, guiding their adolescent on various subjects about life and their body changes, making sure of the emotional health of the adolescent, health issues inside the house, socializing with neighbors, celebrating and participating in other people's parties etc, the list goes long. With one parent missing, they struggle to get everything done by themselves. This causes burn down as well as fatigue. To quote one parent:

	“I have to manage all the work. Even if I am sick, I need to take care of them. Two kids who think they are adults but they are not. One kid needs support with subjects and the other one needs emotional support. Every year one of them will have an accident. Calling parents is an option but they are old. I put my kids in a non-regular school with minimal homework. But the responsibility of education is on us, so I need to spend time for that also.”

Based on Family systems theory, a single-parent's health problems can be extremely stressful due to the lack of support within the family unit. When the primary caregiver is ill, it can disrupt the system's equilibrium, leading to increased stress, anxiety, and potential for dysfunction. The presence of supportive grandparents can help alleviate these stressors by providing practical assistance and emotional support, thereby strengthening the family system and enabling the single-parent to cope more effectively.



Sub-theme: adverse effect of social stigma and stereotyping in academic performance

Society judges single-parents due to social conditioning. This happens even in corporate offices amidst well-educated people. This causes them to be less confident and makes their presence felt and poses challenges to their career progress. One parent reported thus:

	“I have a good manager, it's a blessing. He understands. But my colleagues, particularly women in senior roles who are from regular families, keep telling me like you are doing all this to get attention, you should slow down, etc. They do not have the financial freedom that I have so they think I am doing well off. Nor do they have any decision-making skills or power. They do not see that it comes with a lot of burden though. This kind of treatment stresses me out and some days I take it on my kid. When I am stressed at the workplace I can't help him with his studies or even exam preparations.”



Sub-theme: importance of time management in academic performance

One theme which ten of participants out of twelve were struggling with is time management. Many of them reported concern that they still do not know how to manage time. They are not able to find time to talk to their adolescents, let alone help them in their studies. One parent reported thus:

	“I take tuitions for other kids to earn money. But I need to leave the house by the time my kid comes back from school to take tuitions. By the time I am back, he has already wasted his time looking at mobile. I am not able to even speak to him. How can I teach him or even check on his progress if I am not even finding time to talk to him.”

In the effort to divide the time among the various tasks at hand, in many cases spending time with their adolescents is ignored by many single-parents. This causes emotional disconnects and affects overall wellbeing of the adolescent and has a negative impact on their academic success. Teachers can support adolescents from single parent families by using professional development strategies to help them build time management and self-regulation skills. The increased investment in professional development links directly with adaptability and the provision of structured support that helps students organize and prioritize their academic and personal responsibilities (Juhji et al., 2023).



Theme 3: communication pattern

Two distinct communication patterns were observed among the participants. The first group of single-parents (five in number) made a conscious effort to connect and spend quality time with their adolescents every day. This regular interaction had a positive impact on the adolescents' overall wellbeing and academic performance, highlighting the crucial role of communication in an adolescent's life-particularly in terms of life satisfaction, depending on family type. These findings challenge prevailing prejudices about single-parent families in our society, demonstrating that such families provide supportive developmental contexts for children's wellbeing (Camacho et al., 2020). Additionally, this group reported a better understanding of their adolescents' daily experiences. One of them reported:

	“He goes to school in the morning. He is back by four. I have time till then to work. After he comes, I give some snacks. Then he goes to play and comes back. I spend 1 to 1.5 hrs. with him. Then he helps me with household work. Then we have a good time with each other. I share with him what I was doing, he also shares what happened with him at school. A little extra time we spend together is when his exams come which helps in his revisions.”

The second set of single-parents (seven in number), do not spend such communication time with their adolescent. This is also closely related to the time management sub theme. Some of the things they have tried include taking less responsibilities at office, moving out of India to have an easier work schedule, cutting down on social activities etc. One of them reported.

	“She sometimes hides things from me. I am struggling a bit with her. She does have a few good friends. She does not share a lot with me. I do not know how she is doing in her studies. When she get bad marks, she blame it on random things.”

Particularly for the single-parent who cuts short on his/her social involvement etc. to support adolescent's academics, when the adolescent grows up and has friends of their own and do not share with the parent, it can be very isolating. More importantly, when there is a gap in the communication, single-parents fail to understand the emotional stress their adolescents are going through, if they are getting bullied, if someone is misbehaving with them etc. and fail to understand why their adolescents are not able to perform well at school.



Theme 4: emotional wellbeing

There have been a few studies about the way children get affected by separation of parents. It is revealed that the value acquisitions, which is also an indicator of social emotional development, are negatively affected in children from the divorced family. Children from divorced families were more adversely affected than parents and they feel the negative effects of the divorce in their later lives (Sahin, 2020). In the current study also, eleven single-parents reported that their adolescents showed anxiety, insecurity, depression, aggression etc after separation. But gradually those behavioral patterns came down over time in most of the cases. One single-parent said this about the behavior of her adolescent:

	“He can get very aggressive. He behaves like a little boy at times. He does not understand our situation. He doesn't want to study. He spends more time on the phone, TV etc. than with books. His focus changes rapidly which creates problems for me. Whenever I try to have a discussion, he is always yelling and shouting. Most of the time I ask him to go with his father. But he refuses to go. His teachers have given up on him. few times he failed and had to repeat one year.”

Four of the twelve single-parents are taking their adolescent to counseling. Emotional wellbeing of the adolescent would be an important factor for his/her academic success.



Theme 5: planning and monitoring

Planning and monitoring are consistently mentioned by most of the single-parents who participated in the research which indicates the importance of it. Most single-parents seem to struggle with planning and monitoring their adolescent's day to day academic progress. Turning to items representing monitoring at home, both single mothers and single fathers were less involved than a parent of two-parent families. When it comes to day-to-day activities, such as monitoring homework, parents may need more time and knowledge to help their children (Nonoyama-Tarumi, 2017). In the current study, there were a couple of rare cases where the parent was particularly focused on planning out the subjects, homework, tuition, revision etc. In some of the other cases, adolescents were self-motivated and managed studies on their own where parents were not involved in the planning. When the parent is involved in day-to-day planning of the educational pursuit, the adolescents would have the motivation and focus to achieve good results in their academics. As per one of the participants:

	“She needs my help with scheduling her study activities on a daily basis. Otherwise she misses homework or important topics which get piled up later. I also have to continuously keep an eye on the progress throughout the day and week. If I miss, then she would either forget things or let them be. Then it will be bedtime or something and she won't have time to complete it. If some important concept is missed, it affects the following concepts also.”

This theme also links back to the sub-theme of gadget addiction that was discussed earlier. Since one of the parents is missing, the kids enjoy non-monitored time which could easily go into social media and unwanted activities.

Above Figure 1 presents a thematic model that illustrates the challenges identified in this study and their interconnections. The model shows how two primary themes, Challenges of single-parentship and Challenges of Adolescent's Academics, are composed of several specific sub-themes (e.g., Financial Challenges, Bullying), as indicated by the solid lines. Positioned centrally, the three themes of Communication Pattern, Emotional Wellbeing, and Planning and Monitoring act as crucial connecting factors. The dashed lines show that these factors mediate the relationship between the parent's struggles and the adolescent's academic difficulties. This model suggests that the challenges a single-parent faces do not directly cause academic problems. Instead, their impact is filtered through the family's internal processes such as the quality of their communication, their collective emotional state, and their ability to plan and monitor academic progress.


[image: Diagram showing the impact of single parenthood on adolescent academics. It includes themes like challenges of single parenthood, communication patterns, and emotional well-being. Sub-themes include responsibility overload, financial strain, gadget addiction, bullying, competitive curriculum, and social stigma. Dotted lines indicate relationships between themes, while solid arrows connect themes to sub-themes.]
FIGURE 1
 Impact of Single parentship on adolescents' academics.





Discussion

This study explored various challenges single-parent families from urban and semi-urban areas in India face regarding their adolescents' education, guided by Family Systems Theory. The findings reveal a complex interplay between parental struggles, adolescent-specific academic hurdles, and the mediating roles of communication, emotional wellbeing, and monitoring. This discussion situates these findings within the broader academic literature, comparing the lived experiences of the participants to existing research to highlight both consistencies and unique contextual insights. The themes that evolved in the study and how they are supported by the conceptual framework of Family Systems Theory is tabulated in Table 5 and explained further.

TABLE 5 Matrix connecting codes, themes and family systems theory.


	Codes
	Family systems theory
	Theme
	Description





	Financial challenges Responsibility overload Social stigma and stereotyping Time management Alcohol Addiction Stress
	Family Systems Theory recognizes that single-parent families may experience role strain and imbalance, as the remaining parent must fulfill multiple roles that were previously shared, leading to stress within the system.
	Challenges of Single Parentship
	Explains what the challenges are faced by single parents in supporting their adolescents in their academic pursuits from the point of view of the single parent

 
	Competitive Curriculum Gadget Addiction Lack of childcare support Academic Achievement
	Disruptions in family structure, such as those in single-parent households, can impact an adolescent's ability to perform academically due to a lack of support and shifting responsibilities within the family system.
	Challenges of adolescent's academics
	Explains the challenges faced by the adolescent in their academics from the point of view of the single parent

 
	Communication Barrier Diffusion of responsibility Parent has to comply to the adolescent
	Effective communication is vital in maintaining family equilibrium, and in single-parent families, breakdowns or limited communication may lead to misunderstandings and increased familial stress, affecting adolescents adversely.
	Communication Pattern
	Captures the way communication is conducted between the single parent and the adolescent and what is its impact on the adolescent's academic performance.

 
	Control and abuse Extended Family Support Bullying
	Family Systems Theory underscores the important role of emotional fusion, where the emotional state of the single parent can significantly affect the adolescent's wellbeing and stress levels and vice versa.
	Emotional wellbeing
	Explains the wellbeing of the adolescent in terms of his emotions and how it affects his/her academic performance.



	Lack of support from separated parent Gadget addiction
	The theory stresses the need for collaborative family functions such as planning and monitoring which can be stressful in the unbalanced structure of single-parent households due to the absence of one parent.
	Planning and Monitoring
	Explains how the single parent is conducting the planning and monitoring of the adolescent's academic pursuit.





The analysis of single-parent households in relation to adolescent education emphasizes that communication, emotional wellbeing, and active monitoring are crucial in addressing academic challenges. Many participants who took part in this research noted that they have poor communication with their adolescents on a regular basis which greatly affects family dynamics which in turn created a stressful atmosphere at home and resulted in poor academic performance of the adolescent. Wherever the communication between the single-parent and adolescents were well structured, they were able to emotionally support each other and the family atmosphere was pleasant. This dynamics is well explainable with the Family systems theory which highlights the connected nature in which individuals operate in a family.

Open communication fosters trust, emotional stability, and academic performance. Research highlights that ongoing discussions about academic goals and challenges significantly impact students' emotional and academic outcomes (Yau et al., 2022). For single-parents, consistent engagement in these discussions combined with emotional support can improve academic persistence and success (Guo et al., 2025). It was noted that among the 8 urban participants, 5 of them reported issues with communication with the adolescents whereas this was highlighted by only 1 among the 4 semi-urban participants.

Emotional wellbeing is highlighted as a pivotal concern for both parents and adolescents. The capacity to maintain emotional stability and resilience, particularly in the face of academic challenges, is crucial for single-parents managing their dual responsibilities. The emotional fusion that is portrayed in the Family systems theory could be a double edge sword in case of single-parents, since the missing parent causes an emotional imbalance which needs to be compensated for by the lone parent. How this can play out in practical life was shown in both ways in the interviews. In general, when the single-parent could stay on top of things emotionally, it was found that the adolescent felt emotionally well supported whereas in cases where the single-parent was struggling to balance themselves emotionally, the adolescent also reflected that struggle which resulted in a stressful atmosphere at home as well as poor academic performance. The emphasis on emotional wellbeing during interviews underscores its importance, with some parents employing strategies such as yoga and meditation to mitigate emotional imbalance. Recent research indicates that adolescents from single-parent families often experience lower emotional wellbeing, which can negatively affect their academic performance. The reduced parental involvement and financial strain common in these households contribute to higher stress levels, leading to difficulties in maintaining academic focus and motivation. Emotional support from schools and peers can mitigate some of these effects, but the challenges remain significant (Yaw, 2016). Emotional stability in the home environment is crucial for supporting their academic success (Leerkes et al., 2011). The financial strain reported by our participants mirrors the findings of Eamon (2021) and Morelli et al. (2022), who quantitatively established the economic disadvantages of single-parent households. However, our qualitative data adds a crucial layer of nuance, revealing how this financial precarity translates into educational disparity.

Effective planning and monitoring are essential strategies for single-parents to stay informed about their children's academic progress, identify potential issues early, and provide necessary support. Collaboration with educators and peers is recommended to further reinforce this supportive network. The involvement of single-parents in their children's planning processes reflects the expectation of parental guidance during critical decision-making periods, such as subject selection. Given the potential limitations in adolescents' knowledge, the guidance of a parent is crucial to ensure well-informed decisions. Additionally, single-parents must closely monitor their children's use of technology, as deviations during this critical developmental stage could have long-lasting consequences. Research shows that parental involvement, including effective planning and monitoring, can significantly boost academic outcomes for adolescents. Also, their participation will enhance academic and career achievement in their children (Krishnan and Lasitha, 2019). Adolescents with single-parents benefit from active engagement in their academic journey, such as monitoring technology use and planning schoolwork, which helps mitigate potential academic issues early on. This involvement fosters a more structured and supportive learning environment, even in single-parent households (Choe, 2020; Chung et al., 2020). Parents in our study described not just the inability to afford resources like private tuition, but also the “time poverty” that resulted from needing to work longer hours, a direct link to the theme of responsibility overload. This finding resonates with the work of (Rani, 2006), who connected time management struggles in single-parent families to adverse academic outcomes. Thus, our study suggests that financial strain and responsibility overload are not separate issues but a compounding cycle where a lack of money necessitates more work, which in turn reduces the time available for parental involvement-a cornerstone of academic support.

The above themes are the connection between single-parents and challenges faced by Adolescents. The fourth theme that evolved from the study was ‘Challenges of adolescent academics. While there are a lot of challenges faced by the adolescents themselves in their academic pursuit, the following emerged as three major sub-themes.

	a. Gadget Addiction: One of the major challenges for adolescents that emerged from the study was gadget addiction. This is also connected with other themes such as time management, planning and monitoring etc. Social media and gaming proved to be a common issue which consumed precious study time and hindered concentration. This theme emphasizes the need for digital literacy, strict vigilance from single-parents, setting clear boundaries and targets and encouraging alternative interests to promote healthy habits. While certain researches indicate that, the association between digital technology use and adolescent wellbeing is negative but small, explaining at most 0.4% of the variation in wellbeing (Orben and Przybylski, 2019), some other researches indicate that adolescents who excessively use their smartphones, especially for non-academic purposes, experience adverse effects on their academic achievements and are less likely to engage in effective learning strategies or goal-oriented behaviors (Yoon and Yun, 2023). But based on the interviews this emerged as one of the sub-themes, indicating that this is a bigger devil when it comes to the adolescent's academics. Our study builds on this by suggesting a mechanism rooted in family structure: gadget addiction appears to be exacerbated by the reduced parental monitoring capacity that stems directly from the parent's responsibility overload. While parents in two-parent households also struggle with this issue, the single-parents in our study felt uniquely ill-equipped to set and enforce boundaries due to their own exhaustion and time constraints.
	b. Bullying: bullying and the intimidation it causes was seen to drag down adolescents' sense of security in many cases, negatively impacting their academic performance. Out of seven participants who reported that their adolescents are not conducting an open communication with them, it's possible that some of those adolescents are victims of bullying and are too frightened or timid to discuss it. Even though online bullying is also a possibility, none of the single-parents talked about the online mode of bullying. The absence of one parent can contribute to a lack of emotional support and monitoring, making these adolescents more vulnerable to bullying behaviors in school. This can lead to increased mental health issues and poor academic outcomes. Adolescents from single-parent families may be more vulnerable to bullying, which can further complicate their academic performance, as they often lack the emotional and social support needed to cope with such experiences. Studies suggest that bullying can lead to increased anxiety and decreased academic motivation, making it difficult for these adolescents to focus on their studies (Halliday et al., 2021). The contribution of our study is in linking bullying directly to communication patterns within the family. We found that adolescents who had open communication with their single-parent were better equipped to report and process bullying incidents. This supports the broader literature on the protective role of strong parent-child communication (Camacho et al., 2020) and suggests that fostering such communication is a critical, targeted intervention for single-parent families. Hence it is very important to educate both parent and kid to deal with bullying. Emphasizing the importance of fostering open communication about bullying, providing safe reporting mechanisms, and advocating for safe environments. Communication channels with schoolteachers is very important and during discussions single-parents did highlight the same.
	c. Competitive Curriculum: the demands of the competitive curriculum were another recurring topic in the discussions. Participants described how their adolescents were overwhelmed by heavy workloads and the constant pressure to perform at par with kids from normal families with support from both parents. Lack of time and financial resources to seek external help is amplifying the problem for adolescents of single-parents. Adolescents from single-parent families often face difficulties in adapting to highly competitive curriculums due to the lack of adequate parental guidance and emotional support, which can lead to struggles in managing academic pressures (Akishina et al., 2022). These challenges may exacerbate their academic struggles, making it harder to compete effectively with peers from dual-parent households where support is more readily available.

While above themes are the challenges faced by adolescents in the pursuit of their academics, following themes are the underlying challenging reasons that single-parents are battling. Following four major sub-themes got spun out of the fifth major theme that got evolved in this study, namely, Challenges of single-parents.

a. Financial Challenges: this is one the biggest differences for a single-parent household. Participants described the struggle to afford basic needs, essential educational resources, private tuition, and extracurricular activities. Findings are in line with the current research, studies have highlighted that adolescents from lower-income, single-parent households tend to have reduced academic achievement due to the compounded effects of financial strain and limited parental involvement in education (Eamon, 2021). Financial challenges are not only eating away available time, it is also creating constraints around arranging for tuitions to augment schooling. This theme emphasizes the need for financial assistance programs, targeted scholarships, and community resources to offer some fair chance of competition for students from single-parent homes.

b. Responsibility Overload: taking care of office work, childcare, household chores, cooking and taking care of their own wellbeing proved to be very stressful for many single-parents. Most of the participants indicated little or very limited support from the other parent. This overload often left them with limited time and energy to dedicate to their children's academics. It was also noted in most of the cases that there was no help from extended family or the community. At the same time, whoever has help from their parents, mother in particular, has found it to be a pivotal support system. Adolescents from single-parent families often face responsibility overload, which can negatively impact their academic performance. The increased responsibilities, such as household tasks or caring for siblings, can detract from time spent on studies, leading to stress and lower academic achievement. This challenge is amplified by the absence of adequate parental supervision and support, which is critical during academic transitions. Studies emphasize that responsibility overload can hinder academic performance by overwhelming adolescents and reducing their ability to manage schoolwork effectively (Lee et al., 2007). This sub-theme highlights the importance of extended family support, support networks, affordable childcare options, and flexible work arrangements to help single-parents manage their multiple roles effectively.

	c. Social Stigma and Stereotyping: Social stigma and stereotyping were described by participants as adding to their emotional burden. Feeling judged due to their single-parent status made it difficult for them at the workplace. This is especially evident during the initial days of separation. Single-parents also mentioned finding ways like yoga, meditation and becoming immune to such judgements over the time. Interestingly there was one working mother who did extremely well in the office and even went ahead to make HR policy changes in her office to facilitate a flexible schedule for single-parents such as herself. Even though this example is a very positive one, such cases are extremely rare. Adolescents from single-parent families often face social stigma and stereotyping, which can negatively affect their academic performance. It was noted in the study that out of the 8 urban participants, only 2 reported social stigmas whereas 3 out of 4 semi-urban participants reported that they were facing such challenges. Stereotypes about family structure may lead to lower expectations from teachers or peers, contributing to diminished self-esteem and academic disengagement. The pressure of conforming to societal norms can create additional stress, leading to decreased academic motivation and performance (Sahib and Aldoori, 2025). This affects the emotional wellbeing of single-parents and trickles down the same toward adolescents. This sub-theme emphasizes the need for anti-stigma campaigns and awareness programs to shatter societal misconceptions about single-parenthood. Our findings suggest its unique manifestation within a collectivistic culture. Participants described feeling judged not just socially but also in professional settings, which is a dimension less explored in Western literature. This finding is consistent with research by Valsala et al. (2018), who noted the importance of social support for Indian adolescents' self-esteem. When the parent faces social isolation due to stigma, it can erode the family's social capital, limiting access to community support networks that might otherwise buffer against stress.
	d. Time Management: This sub-theme emerged in close correlation with responsibility overload sub-theme. With so many tasks at hand, single-parents often find themselves in an array of conflicting priorities. Oftentimes, they tend to overlook their adolescent's academics as a top priority and tend to trust their adolescents with it completely or partially. Adolescents from single-parent families often struggle with time management, which can impact their academic performance. Juggling household responsibilities, part-time jobs, and academic tasks can overwhelm these adolescents, leaving little time for focused study or extracurricular engagement. The absence of a second parent to share responsibilities can exacerbate this issue, leading to decreased academic outcomes (Cosp and Saladrigas, 2019). Teaching time management skills is crucial in supporting their academic success. This sub-theme highlights the need for time management strategies, resource sharing platforms, and community childcare initiatives to alleviate the time pressure on single-parents.


Synthesis of findings through family systems theory

The five emergent themes are not isolated issues but are deeply interconnected, as explained by Family Systems Theory. The theory posits that a family is an emotional unit where the functioning of one member affects all others (Watson, 2012). The immense stress on the single-parent, stemming from the “Challenges of single-parentship” (Theme 2) such as financial strain and responsibility overload, directly impacts the “Emotional Wellbeing” of the adolescent (Theme 4). This emotional fusion means that a parent's anxiety can manifest as an adolescent's academic disengagement (Chen and Wu, 2022).

Furthermore, the practical constraints of time and resources impact the parent's ability to engage in effective “Planning and Monitoring” (Theme 5). This creates a vacuum that is often filled by the “Challenges of an Adolescent's Academics” (Theme 1), most notably gadget addiction, which 7 of the 12 participants identified as a primary concern. The parent's struggle to monitor, a direct result of being the sole caregiver, creates an environment where academic discipline can falter. Finally, these internal stressors impact the “Communication Pattern” (Theme 3) within the family. As parents become overwhelmed and adolescents retreat, the communication barriers can prevent families from addressing critical issues like bullying or academic anxiety, creating a cycle of disengagement (Camacho et al., 2020).



Implications for redefining educational professionalism

The challenges documented in this study are not merely private family matters; they are educational issues that demand a systemic and professional response from schools. The findings call for a redefinition of educational professionalism-one that is empathetic, context-aware, and actively dismantles systemic barriers for students from non-traditional families. This involves adapting school structures, communication methods, and support systems to the realities of single-parent households.




Fostering socio-emotional and academic support systems

The emotional and academic wellbeing of the adolescent is clearly linked to the stability of the family system. Educational professionals might adopt a holistic and often two-generational approach to support.

	• Mandate for Trauma-Informed Practices: The presence of codes like “Control and Abuse” and “Bullying” implies that these students may be functioning in a state of chronic stress. The critical implication is the need for all professionals to be skilled in trauma-informed practices. This involves recognizing the signs of trauma and creating a classroom environment that promotes safety and healing rather than one that might inadvertently re-traumatize a student (Walkley and Cox, 2013).
	• Adopting a Two-Generation (2Gen) Perspective: The finding that the parent's and adolescent's emotional states are intertwined implies that supporting the student requires a focus that includes the wellbeing of their parent. A professional who understands this connection can better contextualize a student's behavior and advocate for resources that support the entire family unit, recognizing that strengthening the parent is a direct pathway to promoting the child's success (Shonkoff and Fisher, 2013).
	• The School as a Protective System: When familial supports are weak, the school's role as a source of stability becomes paramount. This implies that professionals have a duty to cultivate a school climate characterized by safety, predictability, and strong, positive relationships. In this context, a teacher or counselor is not merely an educator but a consistent, caring adult who can buffer the impacts of external stressors (Masten, 2014).



Rethinking equity, access, and school policies

Many current school practices inadvertently create barriers for single-parent families. Professionalism demands that these be actively identified and dismantled.

• Financial Challenges and Socioeconomic Awareness: The financial instability reported by single-parents implies that it could help educators to be aware of socioeconomic diversity. School-related costs, even minor ones, can create significant barriers. Professionalism in this context means actively designing inclusive activities and implementing policies to mitigate these “hidden costs” (Lareau, 2011).

• Moving from Anti-Bullying Policies to Anti-Stigma Practice: The vulnerability of these adolescents to bullying based on their family structure implies that generic anti-bullying policies are insufficient. Educators need training to recognize and dismantle their own and others' implicit biases and create a genuinely inclusive culture where family diversity is respected (Halliday et al., 2021).

	• Equity in a Competitive Curriculum: The finding that these adolescents struggle with a competitive curriculum implies that a rigid, one-size-fits-all academic standard can perpetuate inequality. True educational equity is not about treating every student identically but about providing flexible support that acknowledges different home realities (Naim, 2024). Professionalism requires adapting expectations and providing resources to level the playing field (Burford et al., 2014).



Building collaborative and flexible partnerships

The traditional model of parent-teacher engagement is often ineffective for single-parents facing time scarcity and responsibility overload.

	• Flexible and Proactive Communication: The immense pressure on single-parents implies that schools can develop flexible, multi-channel communication systems (e.g., text message updates, asynchronous digital check-ins) (Lyubitskaya and Shakarova, 2018). Proactive and positive contact from teachers at the start of the year can build a foundation of trust (Voltz, 1994). This varied approach shows respect for the parent's time and situation, changing communication from a parental duty to a shared, professional responsibility (Adams and Christenson, 2000).
	• Schools as Co-Executors of Academic Management: The overwhelming nature of planning and monitoring for a single-parent implies that schools must act as an active partner in this process. Educators can support this by implementing systems that scaffold organizational skills for both students and parents, such as using structured planners and breaking down large projects into manageable steps (Racz et al., 2019). Furthermore, the ever evolving social context demands educators to continuously adapt themselves to the challenges of the present times such as gadget addiction. The importance of ongoing professional development as a means for teachers to adapt to evolving educational demands, particularly in the context of technological advancement (Juhji et al., 2025).
	• Proactive and Centralized Information Systems: The “lack of support from a separated parent” highlights the potential for critical information gaps. Schools have a professional responsibility to establish clear communication protocols, such as online parent portals where all legally permitted guardians can access grades and assignments directly. This reduces the monitoring burden on the single-parent and ensures all responsible adults have the same information (Arini et al., 2024). Furthermore, implementing systematic Early Warning Systems (EWS) allows schools to provide targeted support before a student falls into academic crisis (Balfanz et al., 2007).



Learnings

It was observed that the reason for being a single-parent could be many, but the challenges single-parents are facing to provide quality education for their adolescents are very much similar. The way they overcome these challenges are also similar. Some of the sacrifices single-parents made for educating their adolescents were extraordinary. The extent to which single-parent families can be tormented by struggles such as lack of financial resources to effective communication between the single-parent and the child is remarkable. From the part of society and educational institutes in particular, the lack of awareness, acceptance and customized support systems for such students were noted multiple times. The need for action for supporting adolescents from single-parent families in their education from educational professionals and other social institutes was evident from the study.



Recommendations

Based on the findings of this study and a review of best practices, the following practical recommendations are offered for key people within the educational system. These steps are designed to close the professional practice gap and create a more inclusive, supportive, and fair environment for students from single-parent families. Modern technologies such as Neuroeducation can be employed by teachers, using techniques such as memory retrieval, cognitive load management and adaptive learning methodologies, Anandakumar (2024).

For Teachers

	• Develop Flexible Communication Strategies: move away from relying on strict parent-teacher meeting schedules and notes in diaries. Proactively offer and use various communication methods, such as email, scheduled phone calls, or secure, school-approved messaging apps, to accommodate the different work schedules and situations of parents (Adams and Christenson, 2000).
	• Practice Proactive and Positive Outreach: Contact all parents at the start of the school year with positive news or a simple introduction. This builds a foundation of trust and a good relationship, ensuring that communication is not only about problems and encouraging parents to see teachers as partners (Voltz, 1994).
	• Undergo Training in Implicit Bias and Cultural Sensitivity: Take part in professional development workshops that focus on understanding different family structures, including single-parent families. This training should help educators recognize and challenge their own unconscious biases, which can affect their interactions with and expectations of both parents and students (Gonzalez, 2021).

For school counselors

• Serve as a Central Resource Hub: Make the counsellor's office the main point of contact and a safe space for single-parent families. Counselors should be knowledgeable about and able to connect families with both school resources (e.g., information on fee waivers, tutoring, special education services) and external community support services (e.g., mental health counseling, financial aid programs, legal aid) (Warren-Adamson and Lightburn, 2010).

• Facilitate Parent Support Groups: Create and lead voluntary peer support groups for single-parents in the school community. These groups can be a valuable place for parents to share experiences, exchange coping strategies, and feel less isolated, which helps build a stronger community network (Arkonac et al., 2017).

	• Advocate for Systemic Change and Child Rights: Use the insights gained from talking with students and families to push for more inclusive school policies at the administrative level. Counselors should be champions for fairness, making sure that school practices are in line with the rights and best interests of all children, no matter their family structure (Amatea and Clark, 2005).

For school administrators and policymakers

	• Audit and Revise School Policies for Inclusivity: Conduct a full review of all school policies, procedures, and documents-including enrolment forms, handbooks, communication methods, and event schedules-to find and remove language or requirements that might be exclusionary or create unintended problems for non-traditional families. For example, forms should use inclusive terms like “Parent(s)/Guardian(s)” instead of “Mother” and “Father” (Gallego-Jiménez et al., 2025).
	• Integrate Diverse Family Structures into Teacher Training and Professional Development: require that teacher education programs and ongoing professional development for current educators include significant modules on supporting students from diverse family structures. This curriculum should be based on research and provide practical, evidence-based strategies for creating inclusive classrooms (Shen and Musyoka, 2023).
	• Invest in and Prioritize School-Based Support Systems: Set aside dedicated funding to hire and keep qualified school counselors and social workers. Also, invest in school-wide programs that support family wellbeing, such as digital wellness workshops for parents and social-emotional learning programs for students. Recognizing that supporting the family is essential to achieving educational goals is a core principle of the NEP 2020 and a critical investment in student success (Kumar et al., 2016).



Limitations

This study has several limitations that should be noted. The small sample size (N=12) and the use of snowball sampling mean that the findings cannot be applied to all single-parent families in India. Out of the 12 respondents, there was only one male single parent, which might pose risk of bias and generalizability as the collected data might not fairly represent the experience of single fathers. Furthermore, the use of social media to recruit participants without controlling for demographic variability might result in low external validity. The study is exploratory and offers insight into a specific set of experiences. Additionally the study only captures the parents' perspective. The voices of the adolescents themselves are essential for a full understanding of the issues and are a necessary part of future research. Given that the primary subject is adolescent Education, including their voices could have enhanced the depth and authenticity of the results.

Future studies should try to address these limitations. Research with larger, more diverse samples with sufficient representation from single mothers and single fathers could provide a more complete picture. Mixed-methods studies could be used to measure how common the challenges identified here are and to check the effectiveness of the recommended actions. Most importantly, future research can explore the perspectives of adolescents from single-parent families to confirm the findings, explore their viewpoints and create support strategies that are focused on the students' own needs and experiences. Comparative studies looking at the differences in support between public and private schools, or in urban vs. rural areas, would also add valuable depth to the field.



Conclusion

This study reveals that adolescents from single-parent families face intertwined academic and emotional challenges, rooted in both household constraints and broader societal attitudes. Importantly, our findings underscore the central role of educational professionals in mitigating these challenges. A key takeaway is that educational professionalism entails actively adapting school policies and teaching practices to support single-parent households, rather than expecting these families to fit conventional molds. In concrete terms, this means flexible communication methods, targeted resource support, and inclusive classroom cultures that recognize diverse family realities.

While our sample is small and context-specific, the emergent themes suggest avenues for future research and practice: for example, investigating whether the correlations between gadget use and academic performance are stronger in single-parent families (as our parents suspected), or evaluating school-based interventions designed with these findings in mind. Overall, by turning parents' experiences into actionable guidance, we hope this study empowers educators and policymakers to create more equitable educational environments. Through enhanced collaboration between schools and single-parent families, and by grounding interventions, we can move toward the equitable support envisioned by the theme of educational professionalism.
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Background: In a data-driven society, educators are expected to excel in the field of research so that they may examine problems that they are facing and find their solutions. The current study aims to examine the relationship of prospective teachers’ research attitude and knowledge with their academic achievement in research courses. This quantitative exploration is based on a self-report survey for which a correlational research design was used.
Method: Multi-stage sampling technique was employed to select a sample of 540 prospective teachers from two public and two private universities of Lahore district. Two instruments (Attitude toward Research and Research Knowledge Scale) were used to measure their level of research attitude and knowledge. The academic achievement was measured through the Grade Point Average (GPA) of prospective teachers in the research course.
Results: The findings revealed that prospective teachers had a positive attitude toward research and a high level of research knowledge. Prospective teachers’ research attitude and knowledge had a significant positive relationship with their academic achievement in the research course. There was no significant difference between the attitude of public and private universities’ prospective teachers. However, their levels of research knowledge were significantly different.
Conclusion: Prospective teachers with positive attitude toward research and good research knowledge were high achievers in the research course. It is suggested that educational institutes should organize research conferences, seminars, workshops and other research forums to enhance the prospective teachers’ knowledge, practical applications of research methodologies and understanding of research to promote a positive attitude toward research.
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Introduction

Research plays an important role in the progress of any discipline and the development of the academic environment in today’s data-driven world. In education, research addresses the practical educational challenges faced by both teachers and learners by providing insights into improving teaching and learning practices. Through research, data can be collected and analyzed to develop our understanding of the phenomenon under investigation (Swindoll, 2012). The ultimate goal of the research is not only to comprehend phenomena but also to disseminate meaningful knowledge to others (Abun et al., 2021; Fishbein and Ajzen, 1975; Imran et al., 2019).

In the context of prospective teachers, who are in training to become educators, they need to develop a positive attitude toward research and a sound knowledge of it. As attitude comprises beliefs, emotions, and behaviors, it reflects an individual’s readiness to engage with a subject (Zan and Martino, 2007). Measuring prospective teachers’ attitude toward research is important to facilitate their learning by developing a positive research attitude among them (Papanastasiou, 2005; Segarra and Julià, 2022). A positive attitude toward research can give confidence to prospective teachers to conduct and use research (Imran et al., 2019; Saini et al., 2020). Swindoll (2012) claimed that to be a successful researcher, the training and experience are not as important as the research attitude. Furthermore, the attitude is strongly associated with academic achievement, which influences one’s overall performance (Indoshi et al., 2010; Oguan et al., 2014). According to Hill (2007), a positive attitude is essential to achieving goals in any field. Similarly, research knowledge equips future teachers with the skills needed to locate, interpret, and apply research findings effectively (Lunenberg et al., 2007; Reis-Jorge, 2007; Van Katwijk et al., 2023).

It is the responsibility of teachers to develop the attitude and knowledge of prospective teachers to conduct research (Landicho, 2020). Prospective teachers should be aware of the method to locate, find and interpret research because they have to deal with the students in the future and will surely need a better knowledge and attitude toward research for effective teaching (Abun et al., 2021; Gussen et al., 2023; Van Katwijk et al., 2023). Previous studies have also reflected the importance of the attitude of teachers, students and prospective teachers of both public and private sectors (Carranza Esteban et al., 2024; Ciraso-Calí et al., 2022; Dutton, 1951; Gredig et al., 2020; Khan et al., 2018; Kutluca and Gokalp, 2011; Maqsood et al., 2019; Odubunmi, 1986; Okpala, 1985; Ozel, 2007; Uyangor and Karaca, 2010; Yara, 2009; Zientek et al., 2011). In particular, Saleem et al. (2021) found that life science research students’ academic success in Pakistan is significantly influenced by their research attitudes and knowledge management skills. Despite these findings, limited research has been conducted to explore the relationship between research attitude, research knowledge, and academic achievement among prospective teachers in Pakistan. This gap highlights the need for current investigation.


Significance of the study

The findings of this study may help policymakers and teacher educators enhance research training in teacher education programs. By identifying gaps in research knowledge and attitude, strategies can be developed to better prepare prospective teachers for evidence-based educational practices.



Research questions

This study aims to investigate the relationship of research attitude and knowledge of prospective teachers with their academic achievement in the research course. The study addressed the following research questions:


	1.What is the level of research attitude and knowledge of prospective teachers?

	2.What is the relationship between the attitude of prospective teachers toward research and their academic achievement in the research course?

	3.What is the relationship between the research knowledge of prospective teachers and their academic achievement in the research course?

	4.Is there any significant difference between the level of public and private sector prospective teachers’ attitude toward research?

	5.Is there any significant difference between the level of public and private sector prospective teachers’ research knowledge?






Literature review

In the field of social sciences, especially in educational and psychological research, the relationship between attitude, knowledge and academic achievement is an important topic. Several studies have been conducted on prospective teachers’ research attitude in Pakistan’s context (Bibi et al., 2012; Butt and Shams, 2013; Hussain et al., 2016; Khan et al., 2018). To our knowledge, no study has yet been conducted regarding the relationship of prospective teachers’ attitude toward research and research knowledge with their academic achievement in the research course. Therefore, the current study is expected to provide a perspective on this phenomenon.



Attitude toward research

In modern times, educators need to remain updated in their knowledge and skills to face the challenges of the rapidly progressing education system. In this regard, educational research has become an important component in the field of education to examine problems and find their solutions (Guerra Ayala et al., 2023). Therefore, the positive attitude of prospective teachers toward research is the need of the hour. Many studies have been conducted at the local and international levels to examine the research attitude, and it has been found that attitude toward research is generally negative and students find it difficult to study research course (Bilal et al., 2019; Bock et al., 2024; Butt and Shams, 2013; Jansen et al., 2021; Oguan et al., 2014; Papanastasiou, 2005; Wise, 1985). Students have insufficient basic research knowledge and skills about searching, reviewing and evaluating literature, which is to be paraphrased. They also found problems in giving citations.

Although the studies mentioned above presented the negative attitude of educators toward research, several other researchers in different contexts also found prospective teachers and students with a positive attitude toward research (Abun et al., 2021; Bock et al., 2024; Boruah, 2020; Hussain et al., 2016; Khan et al., 2018; Maqsood et al., 2019; Jansen et al., 2021; Oguan et al., 2014; Saini et al., 2020). Moreover, Shaukat et al. (2014) found that students in private sector universities were more positive in their attitude toward research than the students of public sector universities in Pakistan (Butt and Shams, 2013). Research is the best criterion for the progress of any country. With the availability of research facilities, students would be more interested in performing research. Training workshops and planning research projects will also create a positive impact on their attitudes.



Research knowledge

The development of prospective teachers’ research knowledge is imperative for conducting research and practical implications of the results of research (Bock et al., 2024; Lunenberg et al., 2007; Reis-Jorge, 2005). According to Van der Linden et al. (2015), it is necessary to develop the ability of prospective teachers to conduct and use research by developing their knowledge in different aspects of research, i.e., (i) goals and benefits of the research, (ii) topics suitable for research, (iii) steps included in the process to conduct research (e.g., problem statement, research questions, appropriate research design, data collection procedure and data analysis), (iv) the knowledge of the criterion for quality of research and application of that knowledge in their own research, and (v) clear reporting of research results to make their colleagues understand the process, the results and implications of the research. All these aspects of research knowledge are necessary for prospective teachers to locate, find and interpret research and its practical implications. Bilal et al. (2019) examined that undergraduate and postgraduate student of the University of Health Sciences, Karachi, had good research knowledge, but their attitude was not up to the mark. Meerah et al. (2012) examined that postgraduate students at the University Kebangsaan, Malaysia, have a moderate level of knowledge and skills to conduct research. The study also suggested that there is a need to enhance research training to make students skillful and knowledgeable researchers in the field of education.



Academic achievement

Academic achievement is an important topic in the improvement of the quality of any education system, including universities. Academic achievement sets the future of a nation. The higher the academic achievement, the higher the growth of the education system (Arbabisarjou et al., 2016; Mirkamali et al., 2015). In general terms, academic achievement is defined as a student’s academic performance in school. Academic achievement refers to prospective teachers’ grade point average (GPA) in the course of research, which reflects their understanding of research methods and statistical analysis techniques, as covered in the course content (Li, 2012). Technological advancements have also contributed significantly to the understanding of academic achievement in the digital learning environment. For instance, Liu et al. (2022) found that emotional and cognitive engagement have an interactive relationship and can jointly predict learning achievement in MOOC forum discussions. Liu et al. (2018a) highlighted the role of social interaction in academic success, emphasizing that academic achievement is influenced not only by cognitive ability but also by social presence and participation. It was further revealed that emotional tone and engagement intensity play meaningful roles in academic success in online learning environments (Liu et al., 2018b).



Research attitude, research knowledge and academic achievement

Attitude is strongly associated with academic achievement, which influences one’s overall performance (Oguan et al., 2014). Li (2012) found a strong positive correlation among the attitude, self-efficacy, effort and academic achievement of urban students in a research methods and statistics course (Carranza Esteban et al., 2024). Oguan et al. (2014) examined the influence of students’ anxiety and attitude toward research on their academic achievement in the research course. They believe that the difficulty of research, research anxiety and workload given to students are associated with their negative attitude toward research, which leads to lower grades. Many researchers have conducted studies in different contexts and found a positive relation between attitude and academic achievement (i.e., Fishbein and Ajzen, 1975; Li, 2012; Oguan et al., 2014; Van Katwijk et al., 2023). On the other hand, some studies have revealed that attitude alone is not an important predictor of students’ academic achievement (Ma and Kishor, 1997; Masrai et al., 2021, 2022; Mickelson, 1990). Mickelson (1990) identified various variables, including ethnic background and social class, that can significantly predict one’s academic achievement (Gredig et al., 2020). Mokresh et al. (2024) found a positive attitude but lacked research knowledge among medical students in Turkey. Roman (2022) explored an average level of research knowledge and skills and a high extent of attitude toward research among graduate students in one state university in the Philippines. It was also found that attitude affects research productivity (i.e., completed research, presented, published, and research with citations) significantly. Ma and Kishor (1997) conducted a meta-analysis to assess the relationship between attitude toward mathematics and achievement in mathematics. Albumijdad et al. (2022) found a negative research attitude and knowledge among the medical residents in Saudi Arabia. To the best of our knowledge, no study has been found that examined the relationship of prospective teachers’ attitude toward research and research knowledge with their academic achievement in the research course. Therefore, this study attempted to fill this gap.




Methodology


Study design

This study was quantitative in nature. A cross-sectional correlational research design based on a self-report survey was used.



Study participants and data collection

The population of the study comprised all prospective teachers enrolled in a Master’s degree program (session 2020–2022) in two public and two private universities of Lahore district. The study sample, consisted of 540 prospective teachers, was selected through a multistage sampling technique. In the first stage, the researcher selected two clusters from each stratum using a cluster non-proportional stratified random sampling technique. In the second stage, all morning and self-supporting classes of prospective teachers were selected from each selected cluster through a simple random sampling technique. In the third stage, 20 prospective teachers were selected from each selected class using a convenient sampling technique. Data were collected through personal visits to the prospective teachers. This study was approved by the research team’s university ethics committee. Informed consent was ensured by the potential participants before collecting data. Five hundred and forty questionnaires were received back, 38 were discarded due to incomplete information. Therefore, a total of 502 questionnaires filled by prospective teachers were used for final data analysis.



Measures

The attitude toward Research Scale (ATR) developed by Papanastasiou (2005) was adapted. The original version consisted of 32 items regarding five factors (i.e., Research usefulness for profession, research anxiety, positive attitudes toward research, relevance to life, research difficulty). Based on the opinions of field experts, “research anxiety” and research difficulty were merged, but the number of items was the same as in the original version.

The research knowledge scale developed by Meerah et al. (2012), which consisted of seven items, was also used. The items of both scales were rated on a five-point Likert-type scale from strongly disagree “1” to strongly agree “5.” The research attitude and research knowledge scales were categorized based on the mean score obtained on a five-point Likert scale. Scores ranging from 1.00 to 2.49 indicated a low level, 2.50 to 3.49 indicated a moderate level, and 3.50 to 5.00 indicated a positive or high level of research attitude and research knowledge.

The scales showed good reliability (Attitude toward Research Scale with reliability α = 0.78 and Research Knowledge Scale with reliability α = 0.88). The validity of the instrument was ensured by the experts of the field. The academic achievement was measured through the Grade Point Average (GPA) of prospective teachers in the research course. The GPA was calculated based on a single core research course that is a compulsory part of the teacher education curriculum at both public and private universities.



Statistical analysis

The collected data were analyzed using the Statistical Package for Social Sciences (IBM SPSS) version 21. Mean and standard deviation were calculated to explore the research attitude and the level of research knowledge. Reliability analysis was conducted to assess the reliability of the Scales. To examine the normality of the data, Shapiro-Wilk normality tests were also applied. Pearson product-moment correlation coefficient (Pearson r) was applied to find the relationship between the research attitude, knowledge and academic achievement of prospective teachers in the course of research. An independent sample t-test was used to find out the difference in prospective teachers’ research attitude and knowledge with respect to the sector (public and private).




Results

The demographic information of the respondents is presented in Table 1. It portrays that out of 502 participants, 299 (59.6%) were female and 203 (40.4%) were male. The majority of the participants, 273 (54.4%) belongs to the 20–29 age group, 163 (32.5%) ranged between 30–39 years, and only 66 (13.1%) participants were above 40 years. Most participants, 336 (66.9%), were from public sector universities.


TABLE 1 Demographic information of the participants.


	Demographics
	Frequency
	%





	Gender



	  Female
	299
	59.6



	  Male
	203
	40.4



	Age (years)



	  20–29
	273
	54.4



	  30–39
	163
	32.5



	  40 and above
	66
	13.1



	Sector



	  Public
	336
	66.9



	  Private
	166
	33.1






RQ1. What is the level of research attitude and knowledge of prospective teachers?

Table 2 depicts that a large number of prospective teachers have a positive attitude in all sub-scales of attitude toward research. The mean score of usefulness of research for profession (M = 21.88; SD = 3.54) was higher than all other subscales (Positive attitude toward research, research anxiety and difficulty, relevance to life). Overall, the attitude toward research was higher (M = 62.21; SD = 7.41) than the research knowledge (M = 27.02; SD = 5.64) among the prospective teachers. Examining both constructs allows us to identify whether fostering a positive attitude or enhancing knowledge contributes significantly to academic achievement in research (Papanastasiou, 2005; Maqsood et al., 2019).


TABLE 2 Summary statistics of research attitude and knowledge of prospective teachers.


	Factors
	Min
	Max
	Mean
	SD
	Skewness





	Usefulness of research for profession
	9.00
	25.00
	21.88
	3.54
	−0.072



	Research anxiety and difficulty
	4.00
	20.00
	14.03
	4.01
	−0.125



	Positive attitude toward research
	4.00
	20.00
	16.16
	3.23
	−0.074



	Relevance to life
	7.00
	15.00
	10.14
	1.41
	0.166



	Overall attitude toward research
	28.00
	77.00
	62.21
	7.41
	−0.106



	Research knowledge
	7.00
	35.00
	27.02
	5.64
	0.041






RQ2. Is there any significant difference between the public and private sector university prospective teachers’ attitude toward research?

Table 3 specifies the results of the t-test. The mean score for public sector prospective teachers in the subscale “Usefulness of Research for Profession” was smaller (M = 21.64, SD = 3.21) than the private sector prospective teachers (M = 22.37, SD = 3.94). However, the mean score for public sector prospective teachers in the subscale “Relevance to Life” was higher (M = 10.24, SD = 1.46) than the private sector prospective teachers (M = 9.92, SD = 1.21). A significant difference was found between the attitude of public and private sector prospective teachers in two subscales of attitude toward research [“usefulness of research for profession” t (500) = −2.19, p = 0.03 and “relevance to life” t (500) = 2.49, p = 0.1]. The values of Cohen’s d also showed a small effect size in these dimensions of attitude, reflecting slight but meaningful differences between the groups. On the other hand, there was no significant difference between the attitude of public and private sector prospective teachers in the rest of the subscales [“research anxiety and difficulty” t (500) = 0.78, p = 0.44; “positive attitude toward research” t (500) = 0.96, p = 0.34]. Overall, there was also no significant difference between the research attitude of public and private sector prospective teachers, t (500) = 0.27, p = 0.79. It may be inferred that public and private sector prospective teachers have almost the same level of attitude toward research (as shown in Figure 1).


TABLE 3 Comparison of public and private sector prospective teachers’ attitude toward research.


	Variables
	Public (336)
	Private (166)
	t-value
	df
	P
	Cohen’s d



	
	M
	SD
	M
	SD
	
	
	
	





	Usefulness of research for profession
	21.64
	3.21
	22.37
	3.94
	−2.19
	500
	0.03
	0.21



	Research anxiety and difficulty
	14.13
	4.14
	13.83
	4.01
	0.78
	500
	0.44
	–



	Positive attitude toward research
	16.26
	3.09
	15.96
	3.51
	0.96
	500
	0.34
	–



	Relevance to life
	10.24
	1.46
	9.92
	1.21
	2.49
	500
	0.01
	0.24



	Attitude on overall scale
	62.27
	7.31
	62.08
	7.47
	0.27
	500
	0.79
	–







[image: Bar chart comparing public and private group attitudes towards research in terms of usefulness, anxiety, difficulty, positive attitude, relevance to life, and overall scale. Public group scores: 21.64, 14.13, 16.26, 10.24, 62.27; Private group scores are slightly lower or equal.]
FIGURE 1
Comparing the prospective teachers’ attitude toward research in terms of the public and private sector.


RQ3. Is there any significant difference between the level of public and private sector prospective teachers’ research knowledge?

Table 4 shows that a statistically significant difference exists between the mean scores of research knowledge for public (M = 27.75, SD = 4.98) and private sector prospective teachers (M = 25.54, SD = 6.55); t (500) = 3.84, p = 0.00. Cohen’s d value indicated a small to moderate effect size, suggesting public sector prospective teachers had modestly higher research knowledge than private sector. In other words, public sector prospective teachers have a higher level of research knowledge than private sector prospective teachers (as shown in Figure 2).


TABLE 4 Comparison between the level of public and private sector prospective teachers’ research knowledge.


	Sector
	N
	M
	SD
	t-value
	df
	P
	Cohen’s d





	Public
	336
	27.75
	4.98
	3.84
	500
	0.00
	0.38



	Private
	166
	25.54
	6.55
	
	
	
	







[image: Bar chart showing two categories: Public and Private. The Public category, represented by a crosshatch pattern, reaches approximately 27. The Private category, in a solid pattern, reaches around 18.]
FIGURE 2
Comparing the level of prospective teachers’ research knowledge in terms of public and private sector.


RQ4. What is the relationship between the attitude of prospective teachers toward research and their academic achievement in the research course?

Table 5 depicts the results of the Pearson product-moment correlation. It revealed that the prospective teachers’ attitude toward the usefulness of research for profession, and positive attitude toward research, is positively correlated with their academic achievement [r = 0.01 (p < 0.01); r = 0.03 (p < 0.01)]. However, research anxiety and difficulty of prospective teachers have a negative relationship with their academic achievement in the research course r = −0.03 (p < 0.01). A statistically significant but weak positive relationship was found between the overall attitude of prospective teachers toward research and their academic achievement in the research course r = 0.03 (p < 0.01) which revealed that while a trend exists, the strength of this association is minimal. Prospective teachers with high grades have a slightly more positive attitude toward research, while those with low grades show a less favorable attitude.


TABLE 5 Relationship between prospective teachers’ attitude toward research and their academic achievement in the research course.


	
	Variables
	1
	2
	3
	4
	5
	6





	1
	GPA in the course of research
	–
	0.01**
	−0.03**
	0.03**
	−0.01
	0.03**



	2
	Usefulness of research for profession
	
	–
	−0.01
	0.21***
	0.13**
	0.61**



	3
	Research anxiety and difficulty
	
	–
	0.13**
	0.06**
	0.60**



	4
	Positive attitude toward research
	
	–
	0.34**
	0.67**



	5
	Relevance to life
	
	–
	0.43**



	6
	Total of research attitude scale
	
	–






**p < 0.01,

***p < 0.001.




RQ. 5 What is the relationship between research knowledge of prospective teachers and their academic achievement in the research course?

Table 6 illustrates that the research knowledge of prospective teachers had a significant but modest positive relationship with their academic achievement in the research course r = 0.152 (p < 0.01). This indicates that the strength of the association is relatively low. In other words, prospective teachers with high grades demonstrated a higher level of knowledge regarding research, whereas prospective teachers with low grades exhibited a comparatively low level of research knowledge.


TABLE 6 Relationship between research knowledge of prospective teachers and their academic achievement in the research course.


	
	Variables
	1
	2





	1
	GPA in the course of research
	–
	0.152***



	2
	Research knowledge
	
	–






***p < 0.001.






Discussion

The aim of current study was to examine the relationship of prospective teachers’ research attitude and knowledge with their academic achievement in research course. Positive attitude and high level of knowledge regarding research are essential for trainee teachers so that their skill of conducting and using research may be developed. The education systems of developing countries such as Pakistan cannot meet the current challenges without advancement in the field of research. Research is not an easy task, and prospective teachers may often feel anxious at various stages. Several researches have explored negative attitude of prospective teachers toward research (Abun et al., 2021; Butt and Shams, 2013; Gredig et al., 2020). The results of the current study revealed that prospective teachers have a positive research attitude. Although the prospective teachers may feel overwhelmed, as a requirement of the degree, they have to undertake this task. They are aware of the usefulness of research in their professional careers. The existing body of knowledge on the selected area of research, guidance of the teachers, and their constructive feedback at each step of the research, diverse experience during data collection and data analysis phase and richness of the obtained results are the key determinants that may kindle the interest in and positive attitude toward research. The literature also reveals the evidence of educators’ positive attitude toward research (Assar et al., 2022; Hussain et al., 2016; Khan et al., 2018; Maqsood et al., 2019; Oguan et al., 2014; Saini et al., 2020), which indicates that future teachers are aware of the importance of research for their professional development. However, attitude alone cannot guarantee research competency without sufficient knowledge and practice.

The results of the present study revealed a high level of prospective teachers’ research knowledge. Prospective teachers cannot conduct research without sound knowledge of it. Existing literature also provides evidence about the importance of research knowledge for prospective teachers to develop their ability to conduct and use research (Landicho, 2020; Reis-Jorge, 2007; Van Katwijk et al., 2023). Bilal et al. (2019) found that undergraduate and postgraduate students had sound research knowledge, although their attitude toward research was not up to the mark. Even though their knowledge of research was adequate, they considered it insufficient to take part in research practically or to conduct their own research. The results of another study conducted by Meerah et al. (2012) indicated that postgraduate students have a moderate level of knowledge and skills to conduct research, which is similar to the results of the present study (Assar et al., 2022). Knowledge regarding the theory/methods and application of these methods is necessary to conduct research (Abun et al., 2021). The gap between theoretical understanding and practice can limit the prospective teachers’ ability to meaningfully contribute to academic and institutional research culture, but it highlights a solid foundational awareness of research among trainees.

The results of the current study also disclosed that prospective teachers’ research attitude and research knowledge have a positive relationship with their academic achievement in the research course. Adequate research knowledge and a positive attitude toward research can be helpful for prospective teachers to conduct research and obtain good grades in the course of research. Fishbein and Ajzen (1975) found attitude as a significant predictor of academic achievement. The results of the study conducted by Oguan et al. (2014) disclosed that one significant predictor of academic achievement is attitude, and a person with a positive attitude would perform better academically. Li (2012) found a strong positive correlation among the attitude, self-efficacy, effort and academic achievement of CityU students toward the research methods and statistics course. Oguan et al. (2014) examined the influence of students’ anxiety and attitude toward research on their academic achievement in the research course. They believe that the difficulty of research, research anxiety and workload given to students are associated with their negative attitude toward research, which leads to lower grades. These findings may provide a clear direction for teachers to develop a positive attitude among prospective teachers by focusing on their emotional and academic readiness.

The results of the current study further revealed that there was no significant difference between the level of public and private sector university prospective teachers’ research attitude. However, they differed significantly in their research knowledge. Prospective teachers of public and private universities showed a positive attitude toward research and found research useful for their professional careers. Prospective teachers of public sector universities had better knowledge of educational research than those in private sector universities. On the other hand, Butt and Shams (2013) explored the negative attitude of prospective teachers toward research in public sector universities in Pakistan. Shaukat et al. (2014) found that the students enrolled in private sector universities were more involved than public sector university students in Pakistan. According to them, in the discipline of education, the private sector is more quality-conscious than the public sector. The results of the present study showed that the public sector is also trying to meet the global market demands, and the Higher Education Commission (HEC) is playing a major role in this regard by providing research grants, research projects and scholarships to develop research culture in accordance with international norms and produce best researchers not only in the field of education but in other disciplines too (i.e., Science and Technology, Social Sciences, Humanities and Life Sciences) (Abdelhafiz et al., 2024; Gutiérrez et al., 2023; Rashid, 2025; Rashid et al., 2021; Schneider et al., 2023; Suyo-Vega et al., 2022).



Implications of the study

This study tried to fill the gap and investigated the relationship of prospective teachers’ attitude toward research and research knowledge with their academic achievement in the research course, which is an important phenomenon to apply methods or theory to conduct research.


Practical implications

The findings of the current study urge educational institutes to organize research conferences, seminars, workshops and other research forums to enhance the prospective teachers’ knowledge and deeper understanding of research. Moreover, teachers can develop the interest of prospective teachers in the application of research methodologies and techniques in the classroom environment by providing them with guidance and timely feedback on their research-related tasks. Teachers should also manage instructional approaches while teaching research courses in appropriate ways to provoke critical thinking in students, which would be helpful in reducing their research anxiety and difficulty.



Policy implications

The present study provides insight for policymakers regarding the development of research attitude and knowledge in teacher education programs by introducing a policy to conduct mini research projects. Curriculum developers are advised to update the content regarding the educational research courses to meet the latest research trends. Some teacher education institutions do not make a thesis a compulsory practice. Instead, they offer internship programs or other projects. In this regard, the Higher Education Commission (HEC) can restrict the policy to conduct a thesis in the final year which would help to develop research aptitude among students.




Limitations and directions for future research

Although this study explored an important phenomenon of the association of research attitude and research knowledge with academic achievement in the research course, some limitations need to be highlighted. The sample of the study was restricted to the Lahore City, Punjab, Pakistan. Future studies may include samples from other cities and provinces of Pakistan. In this study, research knowledge scale (Meerah et al., 2012) was adapted to measure the level of research knowledge of prospective teachers. Future researchers may develop tests or quizzes based on the educational research courses or contents to measure the prospective teachers’ research knowledge in a practical sense. This study was a quantitative exploration based on a survey research design. In future, a qualitative study may be conducted to explore this phenomenon carefully and in more detail to determine the level of prospective teachers’ research attitude and knowledge. A cross-provincial level or national level study may also contribute to the understanding of this phenomenon cohesively and thoroughly.



Conclusion

The main purpose of this study was to find out the relationship of prospective teachers’ research attitude, research knowledge with their academic achievement in the research course. The findings revealed that prospective teachers’ research attitude and research knowledge are positively correlated with their academic achievement in the research course. The results also revealed that prospective teachers have a positive research attitude and a high level of research knowledge, knowing its value for their professional growth. Moreover, there was no significant difference between the level of public and private sector university prospective teachers’ attitude toward research. However, public and private sector prospective teachers were significantly different in their level of research knowledge. Public sector prospective teachers had better research knowledge than private sector prospective teachers. These findings highlight the importance of fostering both research skills and a supportive research culture in teacher education programs.
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HRWS HRWS Yucatan Scientific and Compliance HRWS Yucatan Students’
parameters official information categorization Students’ perception categorization
Water accessibility Water inside the home (40%-70% of homes). Regular Recognize access problems and Good

inside the home Storage systems because of intermittent flow use storage strategies 60%

(95% of homes) (INEGI, 2020).

Water at home Homes connected to the public water network Bad Normalization of intermittent Fair
(75%-95%). Intermittent service for days and flow through in-home storage 49%
hours (Guardiola et al., 2010, INEGI, 2020). strategies.

Water with Piped water has an unpleasant taste, bad smell, Bad Piped water has acceptable Good

acceptable odor, and sometimes turbidity. Excess or lack of conditions, but they avoid 51%

taste, and color chlorination is reported. drinking it.

Potability of piped There are no municipal water treatment plants Bad Do not consume piped water. Do Bad

water in Yucatan. Fecal coliforms, agrochemicals, not explicitly recognize that it is 99%
heavy metals, etc., have been found in the not drinkable. Do not relate the
aquifer. (ONAGUA, 2021; Hoogesteijn et al., frequency of gastrointestinal
2015; Polanco-Rodriguez et al., 2022). diseases to the water quality.

Bathroom inside the Bathrooms and sanitation systems that do not Fair Having bathroom/s inside the Good

home comply with regulations (Febles-Patron and home, are unaware of their 84%
Hoogesteijn, 2010) wastewater treatment.

Municipal There are no operational treatment plants in Bad Students assume their bathrooms Good

wastewater treatment the interior of the state, and less than 3% of the are connected to the municipal 80%
water extracted is treated (DOGEY, 2019; treatment plant network.

ONAGUA, 2021).

Municipal solid There are no landfills that comply with Bad Intermittent garbage collection Fair

waste treatment management regulations, Municipalities only service is sent to the municipal 55%
have open dumps (DOGEY, 2019). open dump.

Costs of bottled water | The average consumption of bottled water per Bad Bottled water represents an Bad
Mexican home represents an expense of 4.5% important expense 99%
per month of the average salary
(Montero-Contreras and Gutiérrez, 2024).

There is no data for Yucatan, but climatic
conditions will probably increase it.

Costs of piped water Piped water costs 6 Mexican pesos/m3 in fixed Good Costs piped water do not Good
monthly fees, which does not exceed 3% of the represent a large monthly 57%

minimum wage.

expense.






OPS/images/feduc-10-1494413/crossmark.jpg
©

|





OPS/images/feduc-10-1494413/feduc-10-1494413-g001.gif





OPS/images/feduc-10-1431208/ain.jpg





OPS/images/feduc-10-1470636/feduc-10-1470636-t002.jpg
Perceptions on compliance HRWS

Frequency of

Percentages %

community responses
Opinions on hydric crisis and HRWS Global hydric crisis 170 85
(n=200)
There is solution to hydric crisis 180 90
HRWS Vulnerability 146 73
Importance of HRWS for human wellbeing 69 35
Failures in the fulfillment of HRWS 58 29
Importance of citizen participation 18 9
Failures in legislation 15 8
HRWS are enforced in the community 8 4
Lack of interest by citizens 7 3
Inequality between citizenship and corporations 5 2
Identified problems (1 = 205) Failures in the distribution of water 110 54
Lack of potability 28 14
Deficient water domestic infrastructure 26 13
Lack of sanitation 17 8
Agro-industrial impact 11 5
Insufficient collection fees 9 4
Floods 4 2
Proposed solutions to HRWS Water infrastructure renovation at municipal level 90 33
problems (n = 275)
Training and monitoring to State employees 67 25
Awareness campaigns 27 10
Increase in citizen participation 26 9
Functional domestic water plumbing 24 8
Renovation of domestic plumbing 17 6
Equal water prices all over the state 10 4
Water culture education 8 3
Agro-industrial water infrastructure renovation 6 2
Solutions to hydric crisis (n = 263) Prevention and mitigation of pollution 67 26
Citizen awareness 65 24
Increase participation of citizens in water administration 54 21
Radical changes in water management 32 12
Radical changes in agro-industrial water uses 23 9
Changes in education related to water 19 7
There is no solution 3 1
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State compliance

Frequency of

Comments

on HRWS responses (%)

Does the state currently No Poor availability and

guarantee HRWS? Explain 84% intermittent flow.

Impact of poor HRWS Yes Damage to health

enforcement in public health 99% due to lack of
hygiene and
drinkability.

‘Who should guarantee the Government Ensure access

HRWS? Why? 88% through institutions
such as Conagua
with citizen support.

Is there equality in accessand | No Companies have

availability between citizens 93% greater access and

and companies? Justify. availability at a lower
cost.

Is there government No There are

surveillance to prevent 89% environmental

industrial pollution? Justify. damages due to
industrial pollution.

Is there a law and authority No Thereisa

enforcement to remediation 78% compendium of

or mitigation of industrial laws, but there is

contamination? Justify. impunity in
industrial
contamination.

Is it important for citizens to Yes It favors

participate in the 99% conservation of

management of water in their resources, demands

communities? Justify. more efficient
management,
citizens can make
proposals.

Is there a possibility for Yes Citizens should get

citizens to get organized to 96% organized to propose

defend their HRWS? Justify. and improve water

management and
detect problems.
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Variables Reliability Validity

AVE Decision Outer loading  Decision

Teacher performance 0.862 0709 High reliability ™1 0837 Valid
™2 0.908 Valid

™3 0.855 Valid

™4 0.763 Valid

Motivation 0.809 0663 High reliability Mol 0.895 Valid
Mo2 0725 Valid

Professional development 0.880 0,676 High reliability PD1 0,828 Valid
PD2 0838 Valid

D3 0793 Valid

PD4 0.856 Valid

PS5 0794 Valid

Family sociology 0.857 0633 High reliability sl 0.860 Valid
FS2 0.795 Valid

ES3 0792 Valid

54 079 Valid

FS5 0.784 Valid

0.858 0.641 High reliability MS 1 0.807 Valid

Ms2 0738 Valid

Ms3 0.868 Valid

MS4 0827 Valid

MS 5 0842 Valid

Work condition 799 0626 High reliability wel 0.866 Valid
we2 0714 Valid

we3 0.743 Valid

we 9.833 Valid
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Goodness of fit indices Estimated Desired level Evaluation

Chi-square 21092 Expected to be small Small

Probability 0362 >0.050 Good/fit
GFI 0.903 20.900 Good/fit
AGFI 0924 20.900 Good/fit
CFL 0911 20.900 Good/fit
NFI 0.909 20.900 Good/fit

SRMR 0031 <0050 Good/fit
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Aspect Dimensiol (%)  Rural (%)
Gender Male 53 (11.18) 44(9.28)
Female 207 (46.47) 170 (35.86)
Teaching 3-6years 23(4.85) 44(9.28)
experience 7-10years 173 (36.50) 22(4.64)
>10years 64 (13.50) 148 (31.22)
Employment status ~ Civil servants 212 (44.73) 23(4.85)
Centified teacher 21(443) 26(5.49)

Permanent teacher 27 (5.70) 165 (34.81)
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Variables

“Teacher performance

Motivation

Professional development

Managerial support

Work condition

Indicators
Cognitive activation
Classroom management and clrity of teaching

Support for students

Adaptation skills

Intrinsic motivation

Extrinsic motivation

Engagement in active learning

Focus on content development and participant
analysis
Coherence with teacher needs and

circumstances.

Duration

Individual relationships and interactions with
families

Family division of labor system

Family diversity

Influence of the family’s external environment

Family support for work

Human resources (man)

Financial (money)

Material (materials)

Technology/Equipment (Machine)

Method

‘Work environment

Workload

Feedback

Work relationship

Example items
1dolearn as a task to deepen my knowledge

1 can design learning according to needs

My teaching strategy is oriented towards

developing students’interests and talents
T can adapt to develop teaching strategies
oriented to 21st century skills

I carry out tasks with clear plans and goals
Iwork as a teacher aiming for carcer
development

Tam actively involved in professional
development actvities every school year

T conduct an analysis of how students can
capture lessons

The self-development that is followed is in

accordance with the learning needs that I teach

I collaborate with colleagues to design lessons.

Thave time to practice new skills in the

classroom in between professional development

My family and I have a positive relationship in

building a household

My partner and I have a general division of

houschold labor according to gender
My family and T have diverse characters

‘The external environment has an influence on

family life patterns

My family motivates me to do my work

My boss supports me in career development
“The school provides good financial support in
achieving the goals of teaching and learning
activities

“The school provides good support for the
availability of materials needed for teaching
Schools provide the technology needed by
teachers to teach

“The school carries out management effectively
to achieve its vision, mission and goals

Twork in a comfortable, conducive work
environment

I carry out my work as a teacher in accordance
with my main duties and responsibilities

1 get paid according to the workload carried out

Working relationships between employees occur

well

Ref

nces

(Pramono et al., 2022; Kholifah etal.,
2023; Kumari and Kumar, 2023)

(Liv and Zainuddin, 2021; Khun-

Inkeeree et al., 2022)

(De Naeghel etal., 2016; Ism:

2021; Ithnain and

(Sarwar and Panatik, 2020; Castrén etal,,

2021)

(Rahim etal., 2020; Hamzah et al., 2021)

in, 2021)

etal,

(Lietal., 2019; Admiraal, 2022)
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ti(“emotional competencies” OR “emotional skills™ OR “psychosocial competencies” OR “psychosocial skills” OR “personal competencies” OR “personal skills” OR “psychosocial

70
well-being” OR “social-emotional competencies”) AND ab(Intervention OR treatment OR training OR enhance OR improvement OR program) AND ab(teacher OR professor)
ti“emotional competences” OR ‘emotional skills” OR “psychosocial competences™ OR “psychosocial skills” OR “personal competences” OR “personal skills” OR “psychosocial
well-being” OR “socio-emotional competences”) 2
AND ab(intervention OR treatment OR education OR training OR training OR enhancement OR program) AND ab(teacher OR teacher)
ti(“emotional competencies” OR “emotional skills” OR “psychosocial competencies” OR “psychosocial skills” OR “personal competencies” OR “personal skills” OR “psychosocial B
well-being” OR “Social-emotional competencies”) AND ab(Intervention OR treatment OR training OR enhance OR improvement OR program) AND abi(teacher OR professor)
ti(“emotional competences” OR “emotional skills” OR “psychosocial competences” OR “psychosocial skills” OR “personal competences” OR “personal skills” OR “psychosocial
well-being” OR “socio-emotional competences”) 6
AND ab(intervention OR treatment OR education OR training OR training OR enhancement OR program) AND ab(teacher OR teacher)
ti“emotional competencies” OR “emotional skills™ OR “psychosocial competencies” OR “psychosocial skills” OR “personal competencies” OR “personal skills” OR “psychosocial .
well-being” OR “social-emotional competencies”) AND ab(Intervention OR treatment OR training OR enhance OR improvement OR program) AND ab(teacher OR professor)

‘emotional competences” OR “emotional skills” OR “psychosocial competences” OR “psychosocial skills” OR “personal competences” OR “personal skills” OR “psychosocial
well-being” OR “Socio-emotional competences”) -
AND ab(intervention OR treatment OR education OR training OR training OR enhancement OR program) AND abi(teacher OR teacher)
ti(“emotional competencies” OR “emotional skills” OR “psychosocial competencies” OR “psychosocial skills” OR “personal competencies” OR “personal skills” OR “psychosocial u
well-being” OR “social-emotional competencies”) AND ab(Intervention OR treatment OR training OR enhance OR improvement OR program) AND ab(teacher OR professor)
ti“emotional competences” OR ‘emotional skills” OR “psychosocial competences™ OR “psychosocial skills” OR “personal competences” OR “personal skills” OR “psychosocial
well-being” OR “socio-emotional competences”) 6
AND ab(intervention OR treatment OR education OR training OR training OR enhancement OR program) AND ab(teacher OR teacher)
ti(‘emotional competencies” OR “emotional skills” OR “psychosocial competencies” OR “psychosocial skills” OR “personal competencies” OR “personal skills” OR “psychosocial o
well-being” OR “social-emotional competencies”) AND ab(Intervention OR treatment OR training OR enhance OR improvement OR program) AND ab(teacher OR professor)
ti(“emotional competences” OR “emotional skills” OR “psychosocial competences” OR “psychosocial skills” OR “personal competences” OR “personal skills” OR “psychosocial
well-being” OR “socio-emotional competences”) 9
AND ab(intervention OR treatment OR education OR training OR training OR enhancement OR program) AND ab(teacher OR teacher)
ti“emotional competencies” OR “emotional skills” OR “psychosocial competencies” OR “psychosocial skills” OR “personal competencies” OR “personal skills” OR “psychosocial "
well-being” OR “social-emotional competencies”) AND ab(Intervention OR treatment OR training OR enhance OR improvement OR program) AND ab(teacher OR professor)
ti(‘emotional competences” OR ‘emotional skills” OR “psychosocial competences” OR “psychosocial skills” OR “personal competences” OR “personal skills” OR “psychosocial
well-being” OR “socio-emotional competences”) 44
AND abfintervention OR treatment OR education OR training OR training OR enhancement OR program) AND ab(teacher OR teacher)
ti(“emotional competencies” OR “emotional skills” OR “psychosocial competencies” OR “psychosocial skills” OR “personal competencies” OR “personal skills” OR “psychosocial .

well-being” OR “Social-emotional competencies”) AND ab(Intervention OR treatment OR training OR enhance OR improvement OR program) AND ab(teacher OR professor)

ti“emotional competences” OR ‘emotional skills” OR “psychosocial competences™ OR “psychosocial skills” OR “personal competences” OR “personal skills” OR “psychosocial
well-being” OR “socio-emotional competences”) B

AND ab(intervention OR treatment OR education OR training OR training OR enhancement OR program) AND ab(teacher OR teacher)

25

2

8
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Authors and Participants an: Evaluation instruments Intervention and Results

country of origin  occupation total duration

Social-emotional

Mixed with pre-post test To analyze the effects of ‘The emotional training program had
Bustamante and Mejfa competencies training
s 3 measurements. socioemotional Social-emotional competencies favorable effects on the development of
rogram
. training center teachers | Conditions: intervention competencies program on | questionnaire s socioemotional competencies, although
olombia -
(N=17) and control (N=17)  teachers. e they were not statistically significant.
. ‘The challenges and dynamics § Participants showed an improvement in
“To analyze the perceived Emotional Education Program
56 experienced were evaluated in terms their emotional repertoire: the ability to
Caires etal. (2023) impact of an emotional )
Master of Education Qualitative study of emotional experience and its express and understand their own
Portugal education program for -
students ‘meaning; and on difficulties and emotions and those of others, and to feel
trainee teachers. 6 sessions of 90 min each
achievements. empathy and connection.
~Mayer-Salovey-Caruso Emotional  RULER method: a SEL
Positive impact on perception,
54 Quasi-experimental with Intelligence Test (MSCEIT) intervention based on Mayer
Castillo-Gualda et al. To test the effectiveness of understanding and emaotional regulation
teachers in kindergarten, | pre-post test measures. - Utrecht Work Engagement Scale and Salovey’s theoretical
017) asocioemotional program skills, as well as on the promotion of
primary and secondary | Conditions: intervention (UWES) model of EL
Spain in teachers. positive work variables related to job.
education (N=32) and control (N=22). ~Maslach Burnout Inventory (MBI | -
satisfaction and performance.
ES) 2h
2
Comprehensive Coaching ‘There was an overall improvement in
teachersatasecondary | Mixed integrated with pre-
Analyzing changes in the Intervention: Coaching in emotional competencies, more practical
Chianese and Prats (2021) | school and some post test measurements. ~Emotional Development
emotional competencies of Education Program (CEd) classroom management and increased
Spain ‘members of the First phase (N=20) and Questionnaire (CDE A-35)
asecondary school faculty. - student motivation, as well as a change in
management teamand | second phase (N=6)
25h participation and reflection.
students
Participants report that their EI
El training with 12 group
competencies and related behaviors
21 To investigate the effect of | -BarOn's Emotional Intelligence workshops and 10 personal
Dolevand Leshem (2016) Mixed methodology, with improved, and that these changes had a
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2years
EQi
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Improve teachers’ social-
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Torrijos etal. (2016) students of the master’s | postest measures. Questionnaire for Adults (CDE-A)  interpersonal emotional competencies assessed and a
secondary school teachers
Spain degree in Secondary ental condition ~Final satisfaction questionnaire (ad  competencies high degree of satisfaction with the
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Quasi-experimental with ~Trait Meta-Mood Scale-24
activities (role-playing or
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Objective
“To investigate how nursing trainees perceive their DT
learning experiences in a human development course.
Examining Taiwanese nursing students'self-perceived

competence in design thinking.

“To adapt and validate the use of the creative synthesis
inventory (CSI) that assesses the four components
(visualization, discovery, prototyping, and evaluation)
of design thinking in nursing students in Taiwan.

“To analyze the effects of engaging students in a DVC
environment in a design thinking course on students
creative confidence, learning motivation, and team
creative performance.

Investigate the effects of design-oriented creation on

learners learning of programming, creativity and DT.

Report on a case study that focused on using design

thinking to design and develop the #OpenTeach course,

Create a transmedia model that fosters problem
solving, identifies the competencies developed in early
childhood and adolescence, i based on continuous
learning and understands and recognizes the process of
team problem solving by learners.

Exploring students’ integrative skills developed in the
design thinking of a psychology course

Determine how design thinking aids in the growth of
problem solving and teamwork mentality in a lipped

classroom.

ight the importance of DT as a valuable
interdisciplinary approach to guiding fair and equitable
learning and practice (praxis) in hospitality and
tourism

Improve understanding of how design thinking can

be effective in teaching entrepreneurial skill to science

and engineering students.

Analyze student performance on a performance task
assessment, supported by the principles of the design

thinking process.

Explore the impact of DT as a tool and methodological
approach in educational settings.

Assess whether higher education teachers exhibit DT
characteristics and analyze their methodological
approaches to innovation in their professional and
pedagogical practice.

Explore and understand the educational experiences of
learners in the field of educational medicine in order to
design inspiring educational activities using design
thinking

Examine how teaching design thinking in graduate

b

identified by Lissack and how activities based on this

iness education addresses cognitive challenges

approach can mitigate those challenges

“To introduce design thinking, its main fundamentals
and its applications in health and nursing education.

“To provide a theoretical framework o strengthen DT in
the context of teaching through productive processes

and their use to generate knowledge.

Analyze and classify the various modalities of online
DT courses in June 2017. Reveal the what (content),
how (pedagogy and assessment) and why of online

design thinking courses.

Explore how to promote a design thinking mindset
among professions identified as e-learning champions
to improve their educational practices and promote
innovation in the use of technology in teaching and
learning in Higher Education,

“To qualtatively evaluate a graduate program focused
on the use of DT to creatively address educational

problems in practice.

Explore current trends in the application of DT in
university education, with a particular focus on the
strategies of leading schools.

Analyze the relevance of visual thinking and DT in all
stages of project development, implementation and
evaluation.

Describe the epistemological principles underlying DT
analysis and the general elements that characterize each
theoretical principle associated with this concept.
Recognizing DT attributes in U.S. college students
Describe the methodology and tools to be used in the
application of Design Thinki

Show the DT as a different option for investigating
collaborative learning with technology.

Broaden understanding by presenting a recent case that
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Yao etal. (2024) ‘The research highlights how design thinking enhances the educational experience in nursing. In addition to promoting creativty; the role of

design thinking in encouraging active student participation and facilitating more experiential and hands-on learning is emphasized.

Hsing-Yuan (20232) Tt suggests the need to offer additional support to those students who perceive themselves to have lower proficiency in design thinking,

which could lead to more effective strategies to improve their skills and confidence in this area.

Hsing-Yuan (2023b) Tts contribution lies in the adaptation and validation of the CSI to assess the components of design thinking in nursing students. This

adaptation provides a specific and reliable tool to measure design thinking competency within this particular context, which faciltates the
assessment and monitoring of skill development in this area among students.

Yi

inetal. (2023) ‘The beneficial effect on learners’ creative confidence, as well as on their motivation for learning and creative team performance is

highlighted.

Shiyuand Chengfeng (2023) | It provides a deeper understanding of how integrating design thinking into problem solving can positively influence programming learning,
creativity, and the development of design thinking among students. In addition, it highlights how the DT approach not only enhances
technical skills in programming, but also promotes a more innovative mindset and an ability to creatively and effectively address problems in
a variety of areas

Ni Shéetal. (2021) Tt shows how the DT process can be effectively applied to achieve greater empathy with students. In addition to highlighting the importance
of empathy in educational design, this contribution underscores how DT not only focuses on problem solving, but also on understanding the
needs and experiences of students, leading to more user-centered design and enriching the educational experience

Gonziler Granados (2022) Tt offers a comprehensive view of how transmedia design can foster the development of team problem-solving skills from an early age, which

facilitates the lifelong learning process for students. In addition, this contribution highlights how transmedia design promotes collaboration,

effective communication and critical thinking, crucial aspects for students’ academic and professional success in an increasingly complex

environment.

Meng-Fang (2021) It highlights how the application of DT in a psychology course can foster interactive collaboration and an integrative learning experience
among students. This contribution highlights how design thinking in the context of psychology can promote a deeper understanding of
theoretical concepts, facilitating the practical application of these concepts in real-world situations and enhancing the learning experience of
students

Thi-Huyen et al. (2021) Itshows how the implementation of DT contributes to the development of students’ mindsets, including skills such as empathy, holistic
vision, problem reframing and teamwork. It also highlights how DT fosters a proactive and adaptive mindset in students by preparing them
to face complex challenges and promoting a holistic approach to problem solving in different educational contexts.

Jamal etal. (2021) Highlights how design thinking, used as a teaching methodology, effectively guides both learning and practice in the development and
education of students. Emphasizes how this methodology promotes active and participatory learning, fostering student engagement and
facilitating the practical application of learned concepts i real situations.

Lynch etal. (2021) Highlights how the application of design thinking teaches entrepreneurial skills to science and engineering students and also enables them to
develop tangential skills and knowledge of technology commercialization. Underscores how DT promotes an entrepreneurial mindset and
innovative approach in students, preparing them to meet the challenges of the job market and fostering their ability to identify opportunities
and develop creative solutions

Albay and Eisma (2021) By applying the principles of design thinking, a more innovative and learner-centered perspective is fostered, which facilitates the creation of
 more dynamic and productive educational space for learning. An additional contribution is that it points out how DT promotes a
participatory and collaborative approach in the educational process, stimulating creativity and autonomy of the students in their educational

process.

Magro Gutierrez and It suggests that design thinking can represent a valuable resource for enhancing pedagogical practices and promoti

g2 more innovative and

Carrascal Dominguez (2019) | student-centered educational environment. This approach highlights how DT stimulates creativity and active engagement of learners,

creating an environment conducive to meaningful learning and innovative problem solving
Campodénico Centurién It offers valuable insight into how teachers use design thinking in their professional and pedagogical practice to innovate and improve their
etal. (2019) educational approaches. This contribution highlights how DT not only benefits learners, but also transforms teaching practices, encouraging

experimentation, collaboration and continuous adaptation in the educational process.
Deitte and Omary (2019) ‘The rescarch contributes to the design of inspiring and effective educational activities in the field of educational medicine, employing design
thinking to optimize the quality of teaching and meet the needs of learners. It highlights how DT promotes more active and student-centered

learning, increasing students’ motivation and engagement in their educational process.

Ithighlights the importance of user-focused DT to develop effective solutions and address the complexities of society. This contribution
highlights how DT is not limited to the educational environment, but also has a significant impact on problem solving in social and
professional contexts, fostering creativity and innovation to address complex challenges.

Beaird etal. (2018) Tt presents in detailthe DY, its main fundamentals and it specific applications in the field of health and nursing education. Provides a
comprehensive view of DT as applied to health education, highlighting it relevance for improving the quality of teaching, patient care and
the development of clinical skills among health professionals

jsing-Duun and Skovbjer | This research provides a solid theoretical framework that strengthens DT in the educational context. It highlights how the integation of
@019) productive processes in teaching can effectively generate knowledge, strengthening the capacity of learners to apply DT in practical situations

and develop creative and effcient solutions.

Wrigley etal. (2018) ‘The key contribution of this research is to point out the limitations and challenges faced by online design thinking MOOCs, focusing

especially on their educational methodology. This allows for a clearer understanding of the areas that could be improved to optimize ds

thinking learn;

& thus promoting a decper and more effective mastery of this methodology.

Gachago etal. (2017) Emphasizes the importance of promoting a design thinking mindset among education professionals, which can lead to the development of

creative confidence in them. Emphasizes how DT fosters the ability of education professionals to address challenges in innovative ways and

develop creative solutions that enhance the quality of teaching and learning

Henriksen etal. (2017) Ithighlights how the use of DT in a graduate teaching course can provide beneficial thinking skills for teachers, which can significantly raise
educational standards. Further emphasizes how DT promotes critical reflection and adaptability in educators, enhancing their abilities to
design meaningful and effective learning experiences,

Geviker-Cinaretal. 2017) | They propose the integration of design thinking into business school curricula to ensure effective and comprehensive learning in this area. In

addition to this proposal, the study highlights how DT can enhance learners ability to analyze complex problems, make informed decisions,

and develop innovative solutions in the context of business and management.

Castellanos Escobar and

ights the relevance of design thinking as a methodology for effective project development in diverse contexts. I lso highlights how

Rodriguez Diaz (2016) DT fosters interdisciplinary collaboration, creativity and continuous teration in the project development process, resulting in solutions that
are more robust and adaptive to the needs of the context in which they are applied.

Cordoba etal. (2015) Exposes the epistemological foundations of DT, highlighting its nature as a method of intuitive thinking and a point of methodological
convergence between ethnography and originality.

Blizzard etal. (2015) Provides a decper understanding of how design thinking can influence the training of college students in the United States, highlightingits

relevance to education and preparation for contemporary challenges

Castillo-Vergara etal. (2014) | The contribution of this research lies in descri

education professionals with a practical guide to successfully implement this methodology and obtain significant results in the educational

& the methodology and tools needed to apply Design Thinking effectively. It provides

process.

Leinonen and Durall (2014) | It presents DT as a different methodology for conducting research on cooperative learning using technology. By highlighting the relevance of
design thinking in this context, it provides an innovative perspective that can enrich the understanding and analysis of computer-mediated
collaborative learning.

Laakso and Clavert (2014)  Contributes to the understanding of how to simplify the development of DT competencies a various educational levels. Emphasizes the
importance of adapting DT teaching strategies according to the needs and characteristics of each educational level, which ensures effective

implementation and continuous improvement of students’ DT skills and competencies.
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Demograp n

Age (years) 9y 223
10y 29 115
1y 1 0.4

Gender Boys 118 46.6
Girls 135 53.4






OPS/images/feduc-10-1503867/feduc-10-1503867-t002.jpg
Demographic data rcentage

Age (in years) 25-35 1 6.2
36-45 2 12.5
46-55 6 37.5
56-65 7 43.8

Gender Men 0 0
‘Women 16 100
Length of teaching experience (in 1-10 2 118

years)

11-20 1 5.9
21-30 3 17.7
31-40 7 53.1
41-50 3 17.7
Professional qualifications Teacher 3 18.8
Method teacher | 13 813

Expert teacher | 0 0
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SD 2 4 5}
1 | Development of self-regulated learning skills in primary education (SRL) 79 0.9 0.069 0.102 0.327** | 0.340**
2 Teachers’ attitudes toward support for self-regulated learning (TAT) 45 0.4 - 0.539* | —0.017 0.124
3 | Teachers support strategies for students (TS) 4.1 0.3 - —0.020 0.111
4| Students perceived teacher support (SPTS) 7.7 13 = 0.446*
5 | Learning environment (LEN) 75 1.1 =

**Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed).
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Unstandardized coefficients Standardized coefficients beta

B Std. Error Beta t
1 (Constant) 4824 0.824 - 5.857 <0.001
TAT 0.030 0.178 0012 0.166 0.868
TS 0.173 0.185 0.068 0.936 0.350
SPTS 0.153 0.045 0234 3399 <0.001
LEN 0.143 0.052 0.197 2837 <0.001

“Dependent Variable: SRL.
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Competencies

Definition

Competencies
adapted to

Yucatan's
Hydrogeology

Contextualization Understand the Changes in land use over
spatial and the time in the Yucatan State.
temporal dimension
of the problem.

Knowledge Theories, principles Concepts of hydrogeology,
and concepts of a karst, hydrology, water crisis
particular in Mexico/world,
discipline. water-public health

relationship.

Alternative Visualize future and Visualize the consequences of

scenarios/visions of
the future

alternative

scenarios.

current freshwater
management and
management proposals in
accordance to future needs.

Critical thinking Question, recognize ‘Who are the actors within
and promote critical | water management?
reflection to Encourage reflection on the
understand consequences of the current
established management.
assumptions.

Decision taking, Raise awareness and Advance citizen education

actions for change

act, share
responsibilities and
get involved in

collective actions.

and participation in the
discussion and proposal of
solutions to conserve and

protect water.

Value clarifications

Clarify and advance
values and rights
toward
sustainability.

Advance human rights and
obligations related to access
to drinking water and water

justice.

Modified from Cebridn and Junyent, 2015 and Cebridn et al., 2020.
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Variable

able categories o. Average rank
Gender Male 22 14.57
Female 23 1674
Teaching experience <10 years 18 17.95 103.00 29.00 0.153
More than 10 years 27 14.96 108.00
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Indicators Mean St.Dev  Performance

rating
1 The teacher provides descriptive feedback that helps students understand their strengths and ways for 1.92 0.46 Low
improvement.
2 The teacher expands on students responses and encourages them to think more deeply and express their ideas 190 0.48 Low
more fully.
3 The teacher provides students with opportunities to apply the feedback received and improve their 187 043 Low

performance based on it.

4 The teacher asks questions that encourage student responses and enhance class interaction. 185 0.42 Low

5 The teacher focuses on developing students’ ability to independently use feedback to improve their 1.80 0.41 Low
performance in the future.

Total 1.87 043 Low.
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Indicators Mean St.Dev  Performance

rating
1 The teacher evaluates the impact of peer assessments on improving the quality of students’ work by tracking 1.85 044 Low
their progress.
2 The teacher ensures clarity in peer assessment tasks to help students provide accurate assessments. 1.80 042 Low
3 The teacher provides opportunities for students to assess themselves and their peers, fostering self-awareness 175 0.40 Low

and critical assessment skills.

4 The teacher effectively organizes peer assessment tasks, making them clear and structured. 1.70 0.38 Low
5 The teacher defines the criteria students use for self-assessment and peer assessment to ensure fairness and 1.65 0.41 Low
accuracy.

Total 175 0.41 Low






OPS/images/feduc-10-1503088/feduc-10-1503088-t005.jpg
Indicators Mean St.Dev = Performance

rating
1 The teacher encourages collaboration among students and motivates them to exchange ideas and work 1.90 045 Low
together.
2 The teacher fosters a partnership between himself and the students, creating a cooperative learning 1.85 043 Low
environment.
3 The teacher allows students to use each other’s responses effectively to expand and deepen understanding. 1.80 0.40 Low
4 The teacher promotes the exploration of diverse perspectives among students to broaden their thinking. 175 0.42 Low
5 The teacher enhances students’ confidence in their learning capabilities through continuous support and 1.65 039 Low
encouragement.
Total 1.75 0.41 Low
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Indicators Mean St.Dev  Performance

rating
il The teacher collects evidence from classroom activities to assess learning and ensure educational goals are met. 1.95 0.44 Low
2 The teacher analyzes collected evidence to determine whether teaching strategies are effective or need 1.85 042 Low
adjustment.
3 The teacher redesigns instructional processes based on gathered evidence to enhance teaching methods and 1.80 040 Low

improve learning outcomes.

4 The teacher uses collected data to identify aspects where students need improvement and adjusts lesson plans 1.70 038 Low
accordingly.
5 The teacher implements changes based on evidence to improve the learning environment and elevate student 1.60 0.36 Low

performance levels.

Total 178 0.14 Low
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Indicators Mean St.Dev  Performance

rating
1 The teacher periodically reviews students’ work to assess their progress and address any challenges. 197 042 Low
2 The teacher aligns educational activities with student learning outcomes to ensure goal achievement. 1.95 0.44 Low
3 The teacher asks strategic questions to assess students’ progress and understanding of the topic. 1.90 045 Low
4 The teacher ensures that activities are clear and easy for students to understand, supporting the learning 188 039 Low
process.
5 The teacher utilizes student responses to adjust teaching strategies to meet their needs. 1.85 048 Low
Total 191 0.44 Low.
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Core themes

Subthemes

Codes

Language barrier

Lack of foreign language skills

Use of information technologies for language

Limited responsibility of the administration

Difficult communication with parents of
refugee children

Educator - interpreter

Lack of English and Russian language, lack of a common

miscommunication due to language barricr.

language,

Daily Google translate usage, usage of various IT tools, speaking through apps
Lack of knowledge from management, lack of help from administration, lack of
respect from administration, they are not helping, they don’t know and don’t care

Difficult to communicate with parents, different cultures, different languages, parents

are scared, parents don’t want to talk

Teachers translate themselves, introduce the curriculum to the parents via apps to their
mother tongue, translate for children from Lithuanian to their mother tongue

Lived experiences of
everyday education

Socialization of forcign language speaking
child

Cultural differences
Adaptation of refugee children

Quality of education

Lack of information about the admission of the

child

Working with a child from a war zone

Difficult socialization due to different languages, teacher fecls responsible for
children's socialisation, teachers help children to adapt faster using different methods

Cultural differences, different attitudes, different parenting styles, differences in
character, different religion and food preferences

Lack of training of teachers, hasty decisions by administration, lack of infommation,
lack of guidance from management

Unexpected admission of children, children are admitted the next day, lack of
information about the child, challenges of admitting children with special needs
without prior information

The psychological state of the child, parents' feelings and emotions, children are
scared, children crying, children are afraid of planes and sounds, children hiding under
desks or sheets

Relations with families

Frightened parents, language barricr, mistrust, hesitation, fear of the future, fear of
possible war in Lithuania

‘Almighty teacher

Lack of support

Incfficiency of administration

Relations with colleagues

Administration Control

Psychological stress caused by war

Loneliness

Burnout

Lack of support from the administration, indifference of the cducation department,
lack of information, helplessness

Lack of trust in the administration, lack of rules, lack of clarity, hesitation

Everybody is scared, nobody knows anything, anger, scared of war, tension, stress,
lack of community

Everything is decided by the administration, lack of cooperation, lack of support,
‘warning the day before refugee children are brought to the groups

Fear of possible war in Lithuania, fear of future of Ukraine, sympathy, sadness, stress,
panic

The feeling ofloneliness, no one o talk to, lack of help from psychologists, everybody
being closed to themsclves, isolation

Fatigue, exhaustion, wanting o give up and run away, slecpless nights, surviving the
war, fecling sorry for the children, feeling helpless, constant thoughts of the children,
not knowing how to help
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inear effect Beta

Effective education 0.939
Resilience behavior
Effective research 0.861
Motivational emotional factors 0.382
Technical skill factors 0.125
Resilience behavior
Social factors 018
Supporting factors 0.264

164052

3993

7012

3191

368

4021

Sig Result
0.00 Accept
0.00 Accept
0.00 Accept
0.00 Accept
0.00 Accept
0.00 Accept

0514

0.126

0374
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index SRMR d-G NFI

Proposed value >01 >005 005 080

Estimated value 0092 179 067 083
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Emotional
motivational factors

Resilient Social factors
behaviors

Supportive factors

Technical skill
factors

Emotional motivat
Resilient behaviors
Social factors
Supportive factors

Technical skill factors

0723

0.645
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0232
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Icon in model  Factor loadings  t-values

Resilince | Effective education EE 0939 164052
behavior Effective research ER 0.861 39.93
The ability to adapt to the e-learning conditions EM1 0.758 26.6
Having self-confidence in promoting the teaching and learning process in the
g P & ¢ . EM2 0.853 49.872
virtual environment
Motivational = Having adequate motivation to hold a class in a virtual environment EM3 0.767 25.88
emotional The ability to solve possible conflicts in the virtual environment EM4 0.784 29.357
facton, ‘The ability to motivate learners in performing learning activities in the virtual
EM5 0715 21.576
environment
Paying attention to the attitudinal and emotional aspects of learners for teaching
EM6 0779 30.909
in the virtual environment
‘The use of vz 1s classroom activities in the virtual environment TSF3 0774 10.418
Using short messages in the form of educational posters, infographics and
TSF4 0.763 9.051
Technical motion graphs in virtual networks
skill factors  Using simulated environments to teach practical lessons in a virtual environment
TSF7 0.79 12.525
(e.g, videos and virtual labs)
‘The ability to use forums to perform student group discussions TSF9 0613 59
Interaction with co-workers in the online learning environment S1 0.705 10.14
Social factors
Social support for learners in virtual education 52 0927 44.56
Design and hold online defense meetings SF3 0.623 11.306
Support of family in holding electronic classes SF6 0598 10.38
Improve virtual assessment, prevent cheating, using virtual test proctors, create
SF7 0718 15.317
students’ moral commitment
Supporting University software support (hold training courses, opportunities to exchange
4 N . i = SE8 0576 8034
factors educators’ experiences with each other)
University hardware support for educators, provide facilties such as free
SF9 0615 11.405
internet, webcam, etc.
Forming a technical support team in order to solve professors’ problems through
SF10 0.66 13.676

phone calls; computer network; and face-to-face interaction
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Variable

School climate

“Teacher efficacy

behavior

Dimension

Safety

Engagement

Environment

Efficacy in student

engagement:

Efficacy in

instructional strateges:

Effcacy in classroom

management

NA

Item
SCaa
SC6a
SCla
sCza
SC3a
SC7b
SCsb
SC9b
SC10b
sciib
sc12b
sC13c
SClae
sCise
sCi7e
SCise
TEla
TE2a
TE3a
TEda
TESa
TE6b
TE7b
TESb
TESb
TE10b
TElle
TE12
TEI3c
TEldc
TE15¢
TIBL
TIB2
TIB3
TIB4
TIBS
TIB6
TIB7
TIBS
TIBY
TIB10

loadings
0.862
0.866
0783
0783
0812
0807
0743
0836
0741
0831
0723
0810
0.889
0876
0824
0781
0777
0892
0870
0.765
0.888
0846
0883
0792
0818
0912
0795
0841
0845
0,858
0.669
0810
0790
0850
0840
0835
0855
0,633
0761
0.686

0765

0.048

0054
0056

0038

0.064
0053
0.069
0.064

0.069

0054
0036
0052

0059

0055
0055
0.065

0053

0048
0050
0052

0002

0056
0053
0054

0.067

0048
0052
0053
0052
0052
0071
0.060
0059

0036

21424

18138
18131

25295

15901
18370
15838
18070

15131

20652
20218
18469
17120

19.494
18860
15988

19397

22610
18740
19763

24017

18369
18502
18884

13,686

20935
19536
19196
19.003
19.685
13129
16666
14526
16799

CR

0.990

0976

0941

\'3

0952

0931

0617
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Construct CR AVE TIB sC TE

TIB 0934 0613 0873
sC 0.945 0.850 0.807 0922
TE 0.980 0942 0920 0.826 0970

A square root of AVE. Bold values is squared inter-factor correlation values.
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Structural patl p CR Decision
(>0.2) (>0.196)

HI SC—TIB 0.148 2,694 0007 Supported

H2 SC—TE 0826 13.696 0.000 Supported

H3 TE - TIB, 0.798 11358 0.000 Supported
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Path/effect [ SE 95% interval of confidence p-value Decision

Lower Upper

SC— TE - TIB 0.659% 0 0.001% Supported

*Statistically significant. ** Practically important.
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Variable Category
Gender Male
Female
Qualification Diploma
Bachelor
Postgraduate
Years of experience  Less than 5 years
51010 years

111015 years
16 years and more

Total

179

27

267

74

a2

34

196

368

73

20

2

53

100%
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Gender

Female
Female
Female
Male

Female

Female

Professional title

Lecturer
Lecturer
Lecturer
Lecturer
Associate professor

Associate professor

Research interests Years of

teaching
Teacher professional development 6-10years
Second language acquisition 6-10years
nguistics 16-20years
Translation 16-20years
English teaching 21-25years
Culture and teaching 21-25years

Educational
background

Master
Master
Master
Master
Master

Master
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Role = Competence Acceptance Acceptance Rejection Percentage overall ~ Free marginal

frequency with changes frequency agreement Kappa
1 1 6 6 2 72.80% 058
1 2 50 4 0 85.25% 078
1 3 52 2 0 9231% 0.88
1 4 50 4 0 85.25% 078
1 5 5 2 0 9231% 0.88
1 6 50 4 0 85.25% 078
1 7 48 6 0 78.82% 0.68
2 8 50 4 0 85.25% 078
2 9 51 3 0 88.71% 083
2 10 5 1 0 96.08% 0.94
2 1 50 4 0 85.25% 078
2 12 51 3 0 88.71% 083
2 13 51 2 1 88.55% 083
2 1 8 6 0 78.82% 0.68
2 15 47 7 0 75.84% 0.64
2 16 50 3 1 85.02% 078
2 17 43 6 0 78.82% 0.68
3 18 49 5 0 81.96% 073
3 19 38 7 9 S1L14% 027
3 20 st 3 0 8871% 083
3 2 51 2 1 88.55% 083
3 2 a7 3 4 7490% 0.62
3 2 st 3 0 8871% 083
3 2 49 4 1 8165% 072
3 2 50 4 0 85.25% 078
4 2% 48 4 2 78.20% 067
4 27 E) 17 4 45.25% 018
4 23 50 4 0 85.25% 078
4 2 s1 1 2 88.55% 083
4 30 51 2 1 88.55% 083
4 31 51 3 0 88.71% 083
4 32 50 1 3 85.02% 078
5 E) 49 5 0 8196% 073
5 3 49 5 0 81.96% 073
5 35 45 il 1 69.73% 055
5 36 50 3 1 85.02% 078
5 37 47 6 1 7537% 0.63
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Developing professionally—research role

. Organizing learning situations
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Role Themes addressed in the qualitative assessment

mphasi

ing the importance of school documents to generate methodological changes (e.g. “not only know the educational
educational institution project,also changes it if it i needed”)
- Explain that the educational community includes teaching and non-teaching staf, students, and families (e.g, “To also include
families as part of the educational community.")
- Add items such as: involvement, cooperation, nitiative, and coherence with the educational project

- Improve competencies to establish better relations between educational centers and families

Managing emotions and feelingsin - Importance of verbal and nonverbal, respectful, and assertive communication
the exercise of their profession - Teachers must have great emotional management skills in order to be able to accompany children's emotions
- Need for flexibility and adaptation to the requirements of the moment in all areas of early childhood education (e.g., “Having a
flexible attitude and being receptive to children.’)
- Need to improve initial training in emotional competencies
Professional development—research - Importance of continuing professional development and constantly keeping oneself up to date
role - Educational innovation based on scientific evidence
- Importance of constant self-assessment (e.g. “Use self-assessment methods”)
Organizing learning situations - Importance of the learning process rather than expected products (e.g. “Remove the focus of activities on a final product”)
- Emphasis on students’ interests and their motivation
Assessing student learning and - Assessment at this stage is complicated and cannot be reduced to a learning sequence; the processes are diverse and variable, and

performance the teacher must be able to design a formative assessment that i relevant to this cycle
- Itis essential to carry out assessment based on observation and recording and documentation tools (e.g., “Evaluate primarily based
on observation”)

- Through the accompaniment of the adult, it is possible to plan instances of self-assessment by children
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Role Competencies

Actively participating in the 1. Analyze the organizational model (regulations, management bodies, sphere of influence, functions, organization, and resources) and
educational institution actaccordingly

2. Become involved in the school’ educational project and seek correspondence with the school’ specific practices

3. Comply with one’ obligations to the center (punctuality; timetable, justification for absences,etc.)

4. Carry out daily tasks in a positive manner and with initative

5. Share ideas and proposals for educational practices with the teaching team, working

a cooperative manner

6. Be communicative with the rest of the teaching staff, the school staff, families, and other members of the educat

nal community
7. Use friendly and cordial language with the rest of the teaching staff, the school staff, families, and other people in the educational

community

Managing emotions and feelings 8. Show interest in getting to know students and enhance their self-image in relation to learning
in the exercise of their profession 9. Attend to and resolve student demands
10. Use assertive language (indicating, guiding, correcting) and avoid the use of expressions of judgement (always, never, nothing...) that
‘generate communicative conflict
11. Incorporate nonverbal communication to reinforce the oral message (looking at pupils, approaching them, gesturing to emphasize
ideas, etc.)
12. Adapt tone and language to communicative needs (classroom, work meetings)
13. Be close to learners and manage the activity and session in an assertive way
14, Use friendly and cordial language to foster a good atmosphere (classroom, center, work meetings, with families)
15. Know how to manage one’s own emotions and calm down in moments of tension in the classroom, reorienting the situation in an
assertive way (conflicts, carrying out activities, etc.)

16. Distance oneself from critical situations by not acting impulsively

Professional development— 17. Observe teaching practices and conduct a grounded analysis, whether of one’s own or those of colleagues.
research role 18. Propose improvements in ones teaching performance and build practical knowledge from observation, reflection, and analysis.
19. Compare onels own teaching performance with the competency-based didactic model and current scientific evidence.
20. Question one’s own representations of what learning and teaching are.
21. Verbalize and offer well-founded arguments for the methodological choices and classroom dynamics adopted.
22, Justify the plan

contextualization of scientific concepts in competency-based learning tasks; (c) the organization of activities in didactic sequences (from

ng of classroom tasks in relation to: (a) the learning objectives aimed at developing competencies; (b) the

the familiar to the new; from concrete to processes of abstraction and transfer).
23. Show a willingness for continuous training and collaboration with other teachers.

24. Show appreci

n for the processes of constant learning for professional development,
Organizing learning situations 25, Understand the didactics and educational resources specific to the stage and use them i the classroom.
26. Select curricular content in relation to the planned learning objectives and the students’ interests.
27. Design the different didactic activities of the domain in the form of a sequence of actvities.

28, Organize learning sequences using the experiences and knowledge of the students to generate motivation, involve them in their

learning process, and make it meaningful: from the familiar to the new, from concrete to processes of abstraction and transfer.
29, Promote critical thinking among students during the learning sequence: reflection, grounded argumentation, decision-making, and
presentation of conclusions.
30. Incorporate conversation and interaction to meaningfully involve students in constructing their learning (for example, by asking
clean questions, inquiry, and induction, etc.)
31. Use different types of interactions (with oneself, in small groups, large groups) to energize and manage the classroom and learning.
32, Use different types of groupings in relation to learning tasks.
Assessing student learningand 3. Place evaluation within the learning process and propose co-evaluation and self-evaluation activitis to guide learning.
performance 34. Share learning objectives and evaluation criteria with students in understandable and appropriate language.
35. Plan spaces and times for observation, recording, and documentation of learning sequences.
36. Use tools and strategies for evaluation to self-regulate learning and promote learner autonomy.

37. Incorporate spaces for constructive feedback.
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Direct Effect Indirect Effect Total Effect

Estimated Estimated Estimated
Mo~ TP 0114 0,002+ - - 0114 0002
F$—Mo 0261 0.000%* - - 0.261 0.000%%
FS—TP 0158 0.000% 0.030 0010 0.188 0.000%
MS—Mo 0144 0.000% - - 0.144 0.000%
MS—TP 0128 0.000% 0026 0.022¢ 0.154 0.000¢
WC—Mo 0352 0.000%* - - 0352 0.000%*
WC—TP. 0137 0.000% 0.042 0.007* 0179 0.000¢

The level of significance *p<0.05 and **p<0.01.
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Direct effect Indirect effect Total effect

Estimated Estimated Estimated
PDTP 0616 0,000+ - - 0616 0.000%
FS—PD 0.127 0.000% - - 0127 0.000%
FS—TP 0.158 0.000% 0.078 0.009% 0136 0,000+
Ms—PD 0536 0,000+ - - 0536 0,000+
MS—TP 0.128 0.000% 0331 0,000+ 0459 0,000+
WC—PD 0.197 0.000% - - 0197 0.000%
WC—TP 0.137 0.000% 0.121 0,003 0258 0,000+

The level of significance *p<0.05 and **p<0.01.
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Professional Professional

setting category

University Reader 2 370
Lecturer 3 555
Associate lecturer 6 i
Emeritus professor 1 185
Retired professor 1 185

Educational center' Group tutor 31 57.40
Support teacher 10 1851

TOTAL 54100

‘Group Tutor refes to the main teacher responsible for a specific group of students,
overseeing their academic progress and personal development. Support Teacher refers toa
teacher who assists the main teacher by providing additional help.
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Variables umber of items Cronbach’s alpha coefficients AVE CR

19 078 081 0.89
Motivational-emotional factors 6 087 0.60 090
Technical-skill factors 4 073 055 082
Social factors 2 072 067 0.80

Supporting factors 6 071 0.60 0.80
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Level

Total

Performance level ~ Central mission

Development of science and technology, expanding the
International boundaries of knowledge and helping to solve international

and national challenges

Development of science and technology, expanding the
National boundaries of knowledge and helping to solve national

challenges

“Training of expert and specialist human resources,
Regional prioritizing regional needs and helping to solve national and

regional challenges

Tra

g human resources experts and specialists, priorit

Local
local needs and helping to solve local challenges

ry of Science, Research and Technology (2016).

Category

Comprehensive
Specialist

Comprehensive

Speci
Comprehensive
Specialist

Comprehensive

Specialist

Populatiol

1,156

754

3,837

Sample

87

105

88

69

349
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Variable Numb:

Gender Male 8
Female 6
Subject taught Science 6
Humanities and Social Sciences 8
Years of service Less than 10 1
10-14 7
15-19 3
20-24 2

25 and above 1
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Types of constraints

Frequency

Examples from teachers’ interview scripts

Lack of academic time

Distraction from families

Lack of access to academic conferences

Lowliteracy in rescarch methods
Lack of willpower

Lack of agency

Lack of academic mentors
Limited access to resources
Ignorance of academic frontier
Different perceptions of research

Tliteracy in searching international

literature

Narrow academic horizons
Weak time management
Low research awareness
Lack of interest

Lack of research focus
Lax academic requirement for teachers

Lack of academic supporting policies
Injustice in research projects appraisal

Difficulty in publication

Juan: T have been overwhelmed by teaching and only have fragmented time left for

research,

Lian: 1 have been fully occupied with childcare and have no time to care about the academic

conferences.

Lian: T know those who have attended some academic conferences only afier they came
back to school.

Juan: 1 know neither qualitative nor quantitative research methods.
Yong:lack the resilience to indulge myselfin reading rescarch.

Hong: 1 tend to get slack in rescarch and do not try hard.

Hong: I'm expecting a mentor to guide me in research.

Dan: 1 cannot find any international journals in our university database.
Qin: T know litle about the frontier or growing trend of my feld.

Dan: The Research Department has a bias against language teaching research.
Dan: 1am weak in searching for international research, especially newly published ones.

Dan: My research field s relatively narrow and needs a cross-disciplinary view.
Hong: 1 did badly in time management and failed to make good use of my spare time.
Hong: The key problem is that I have not realized the importance of research.

‘Dan: My internal interest is insuffcient.

Juan: 1 have been struggling to find a specific research question.

Yong: I think time is not a real problem and the major issue is that our university’s research

requirement for teachers is not strict enough.
Hong: No policies are guiding young teachers in doing rescarch.
Dan: I¢s not fair in the application of research projects within our university.

Lian: 16s hard for our discipline to publish in the rather limited domestic key journals.





