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Abstract 

In theoretical discourses and educational practice, the partnership with parents is emphasized as the 
crucial factor when it comes to ensuring the child’s progress and his/her entire development, as well. In 
this way, the partnership has become a relevant indicator of the quality of educational work, but also 
shows the level of parental interest in the child in the context of a preschool institution. A sincere and 
open pedagogical interaction between educators and parents leads to common goals focused on the 
child’s welfare. In the unusual situations characteristic for the physical distancing, and the temporary or 
real isolation caused by the COVID-19 pandemic disease, the communication via digital media becomes 
a part of the culture of living among children and adults, and can largely help them initiate and maintain 
good quality partnership relations. It, thus, refers to the partnership in which there is an interdependence 
and interaction between the family and the educational institution on the one side and the development 
of new educator’s competences on the other side. The aim of this paper is, therefore, to analyse the 
educators’ self-evaluation regarding the competences that are needed for the partnership between them 
and parents in preschool institutions during the global COVID-19 pandemic disease.  

Keywords: strengthening family, contemporary modalities of partnership, competences of educators, 
child welfare  

 

1  INTRODUCTION 

The existing life situations in the Republic of Croatia, caused by the consequences of COVID-19 and 
the strongest earthquake in the capital of the Republic of Croatian in the last 140 years, are sudden and 
crisis events. They are extremely disturbing and stressful for any individual, which implies the complexity 
of living conditions to which parents and their children, as well as educators (the term ‘educators’ refers 
to early childhood and preschool teachers), are exposed. The research project Kako smo? Život u 
Hrvatskoj u doba korone (“How are we? Life in Croatia during the corona pandemic,” [1] has dealt with 
analysing the consequences of the COVID-19 disease pandemic in Croatia and the earthquake in the 
Zagreb area. The research was conducted on a respectable number of respondents of different ages 
(N=3,500) and shows that the majority of parents spent more time with their children during the 
pandemic measures than before the pandemic, and that one in three parents found parenthood during 
the pandemic measures significantly more difficult than before the pandemic. Taking into consideration 
that crisis events caused by the corona virus pandemic prompt various reactions and specific behaviours 
of adults and children, one of the research aims of the mentioned research was to analyse how the 
children had felt about the quarantine and the earthquake in Zagreb. The research results have shown 
that children of all ages felt unsettled by the earthquake, and that girls were more affected than boys. 
The younger children were more concerned by the possibility of corona virus infection than the older 
ones, and all of them worried more about the possibility that someone close to them might get sick than 
they were worried that they might get sick themselves.  The research conducted by Stefanović and Karić 
[2], which was titled Biti dijete za vrijeme pandemije COVID-19 (“Being a child during the COVID-19 
pandemic”) and which involved (N=1,571) Serbian children and youth aged 5–18, has shown similar 
results. In the mentioned research, the children expressed high level of concern due to the possible 
parents’ employment loss, as well as concern for the health of their loved ones, mainly their parents, 
then family members, but other people too. They miss social activities the most (society, hanging out, 
friends), as well as the freedom of movement. A significant percentage of children said they miss 
preschool and school, but according to their responses, they miss the social aspect of these institutions 
more than they miss the educational one. In the light of these findings and having in mind the 



 
 

aforementioned fact, it is evident that the current global pandemic bears not only health consequences, 
but also significant psychological, social and pedagogical ones, which affect the family vitality, its 
educational dimension, life priorities, tasks and goals. The family is the primary educational community 
in which children learning and development occurs, which is why it is of the utmost importance to provide 
support to families in fulfilling their educational function [3], to maintain continuous communication and 
dialogue [4, 5] give advice and suggestions for interconnections, mutual involvement of children and 
adults in various life activities and games [6, 7].  

Although, due to its importance, the partnership between educators and parents is in the centre of 
scientific interest and is one of the basic principles of good practice in preschool, educators emphasize 
that it is one of the most stressful segments of their professional work [8, 9]. By reviewing the literature, 
as well as the practice, it is possible to deduce that the reason for the mentioned is conditioned by 
inadequate competences for cooperation and partnership with parents. The bridge towards the 
partnership between the preschool and the family heavily depends on the corpus of the educator’s 
knowledge, skills and attitudes gained throughout his/her professional education and continuously built 
upon in the process of further professional development. Within this context, Epstein [8] emphasizes the 
importance of improving the initial educators’ education for it to be able to respond to the challenges of 
the partnership with parents and of the development of new educator’s competences for strengthening 
and modernizing this partnership. The concept of the educator’s professional development is determined 
by the constant interrelation of attitudes, skills and knowledge, which results in changing the existing 
practice because the new knowledge created in this interaction compensate for the existing one, which 
is why it is necessary to consider new forms of professional training which shall strengthen the existing 
knowledge and the professional development. It is, therefore, safe to say that this is a partnership in 
which interrelation and interconnectivity of the family and the education institution are present and which 
demands for the development of new educators’ competences [10].   

 

2  METHODOLOGY 

MEASURING INSTRUMENT AND RESEARCH METHODS 

As a part of a bigger research called Istraživanje partnerstva roditelja i odgojitelja u ustanovama ranog 
i predškolskog odgoja i obrazovanja u vrijeme COVIDA-19 (“Research into the partnership between 
parents and educators in early childhood and preschool education institution during COVID-19”), which 
is being conducted as a part of a scientific project at the Faculty of Teacher Education of the University 
of Zagreb (2020/2021, head of the project is Anka Jurčević Lozančić), and for the purpose of this 
research, the Questionnaire about the partnership cooperation between educators and parents during 
the out-of-the-ordinary life circumstances (COVID-19 virus pandemic) has been constructed and it 
comprises 28 statements. In the first (general) part of the questionnaire, the statements were related to 
the sociodemographic factors of the respondents (sex, age, work experience, professional qualification). 
In the second part, which comprises 23 statements measured on a five-item Likert scale (1–never, 2–
rarely, 3–sometimes, 4–often, 5–regularly), the educators assessed their comprehension of the 
competence for the realization of partnership by applying contemporary cooperation modalities.  

The questionnaire filling out was conducted in Zagreb preschool institution, in accordance with the 
highest ethical standards and the responsible conduct of research standards. These included scientific 
honesty, collegiality, protection of the respondents and social responsibility. Moreover, in accordance 
with the Ethics Committee in Science and Higher Education [11], the respondents were guaranteed 
voluntary participation, confidentiality, secrecy and anonymity of their data. 

The aim of this paper is to analyse the educators’ self-assessment of competences for the partnership 
with parents during the global COVID-19 pandemic and to determine the differences in their self-
assessments of the competences for the partnership with parents depending on their age, work 
experience and education. The lack of research into educators’ attitudes toward the partnership with 
parents during the global pandemic caused by COVID-19 in Croatia is precisely the incentive for the 
conduct of this research.   

In accordance with everything that was mentioned so far, the following research questions were formed: 
(1) how competent for the partnership with parents do educators find themselves during the COVID-19 
pandemic, and (2) are there any statistically significant differences in the educators’ self-assessed 
competences for the partnership with parents, depending on their life and work experience, and the 



 
 

education level. To answer the stated research questions, first, the descriptive data from the 
questionnaire statements were analysed, and then the correlation between those descriptive data and 
the relevant sociodemographic factors was calculated. To analyse the differences between the self-
assessed competences in greater detail, ANOVA test, as well as its non-parametric counterpart, was 
performed. The analysis was done in the statistical software platform SPSS-19. 

The sample comprised 174 educators, of which 170 were women, and 4 were men. The average age 
of the educator is 43.36 years, with a SD=11.792. Education-wise, 5.7% of the educators finished 
secondary education (secondary school graduates), 78.2% finished two- or three-year post-secondary 
education, and 15.5% have got a university degree. In accordance with the Regulation on the procedure 
and conditions of advancement and promotion into professional titles of preschool teachers and 
associates in preschool institutions (in Croatian: Pravilnik o načinu i uvjetima napredovanja u položajna 
zvanja odgojitelja u dječjim vrtićima) [12], the elements for evaluating educator's expertise and work 
quality are the following: success in the immediate educational work with preschool children, success in 
professional pedagogical work and professional training. In the Zagreb preschool facilities included in 
the research, and taking into consideration the entire sample, 75.9% of the educators hold no special 
status of career advancement, 17.8% are educators-mentors, and 6.3% are educators-advisors. The 
following table (Table 1) shows the years of work experience of the educators in the sample. 

 

Table 1: Years of the educators’ work experience 

 

Years 

 

<1 2–5 6–10 11–15 16–20 21–25 26–30 >30 

Frequency 6 27 38 17 14 25 17 30 

Percentage 

(%) 
3.4 15.5 21.8 9.8 8.0 14.4 9.8 17.2 

Cumulative 

frequency 
3.4 19.0 40.8 50.6 58.6 73.0 82.8 100 

 

3  RESULTS 

Table 2: Descriptive statistics of the questionnaire statements 

 
Statements 

    Skewness Kurtosis 

min. max. M SD Statistics Standard error Statistics Standard error 

T1 1.00 5.00 4.24 .832 -1.087 .184 1.124 .366 

T2 1.00 5.00 2.78 .886 .242 .184 .078 .366 

T3 1.00 5.00 2.84 .996 .258 .184 .073 .366 

T4 1.00 5.00 2.36 1.264 .524 .184 -.806 .366 

T5 1.00 5.00 3.68 .956 -.601 .184 .109 .366 

T6 1.00 5.00 3.49 .996 -.323 .184 -.323 .366 

T7 1.00 5.00 3.57 1.149 -.644 .184 -.218 .366 

T8 1.00 5.00 3.37 1.236 -.138 .184 -1.046 .366 

T9 1.00 5.00 2.99 1.360 -.118 .184 -1.154 .366 

T10 1.00 5.00 2.94 1.500 -.046 .184 -1.418 .366 

T11 1.00 5.00 1.43 1.066 2.512 .184 5.087 .366 

T12 1.00 5.00 3.18 1.465 -.313 .184 -1.222 .366 

T13 1.00 5.00 1.60 1.143 1.803 .184 1.970 .366 



 
 

 
The previous table (Table 2) shows the descriptive statistics for all the questionnaire statements. This 
answers the first research question, i.e. the results show how competent the educators find themselves 
for partnership with parents during COVID-19. By reviewing the table data, it is evident that the educators 
rarely used on-line type of cooperation with parents before the corona virus pandemic (M=2.36, with 
SD=1.264). Moreover, it is important to mention that the educators on average think they have a better 
partnership relationship with parents face-to face rather than on-line (M=4.26, with SD=.910), but the 
results show that they believe they worked well in everyday life during the quarantine (M=4.24, with 
SD=.832). They claim they sometimes felt uncertainty, stress and restlessness due to the circumstances 
caused by the pandemic (M=2.78, with SD=.886). The results also show they did not used Facebook 
(M=1.43, with SD=1.066) or Skype/Zoom (M=1.60, with SD=1.143) at all or they used such platforms 
rarely as communication means during the quarantine. It seems that they used apps such as WhatsApp 
and Viber (M=3.18, with SD=1.465), as well as the official preschool website (M=4.20, with SD=1.042), 
more often to communicate with parents. Furthermore, the majority of educators finds the educator's 
profession fulfilling (M=4.27, with SD=.760) and they claim that, if the option was given to them, they 
would choose the same profession once more (M=4.26, with SD=.885). 

 

Table 3: Correlation between the questionnaire statements and sociodemographic factors 
 

Statements Age 
Years of 

work 
experience 

Professional qualification Special status 

T1 -.018 -.018 .042 .044 
T2 .157* .180* -.135 .114 
T3 .133 .138 -.060 .044 
T4 -.177* -.168* .088 .073 
T5 .005 -.020 .046 .102 
T6 .039 .077 .123 .257** 
T7 -.372** -.331** .272** -.045 
T8 .020 .035 .147 -.015 
T9 .027 .060 .105 .192* 
T10 .231** .204** .176* .224** 
T11 -.081 -.057 .030 -.110 
T12 .025 .017 .104 .146 
T13 -.179* -.231** .074 -.003 
T14 -.183* -.173* .069 -.045 
T15 -.048 -.025 .059 .016 
T16 .095 .022 .136 .039 
T17 .022 .031 .026 .110 
T18 .150* .155* .028 .134 
T19 -.019 .037 .162* .062 
T20 .017 .002 .079 -.018 
T21 -.069 -.009 .086 .133 

T14 1.00 5.00 2.75 1.399 .102 .184 -1.175 .366 

T15 1.00 5.00 2.89 1.575 .012 .184 -1.527 .366 

T16 1.00 5.00 4.20 1.041 -1.241 .184 .691 .366 

T17 1.00 5.00 3.60 1.248 -.743 .184 -.348 .366 

T18 1.00 5.00 4.26 .910 -1.141 .184 .686 .366 

T19 1.00 5.00 3.37 .998 -.229 .184 -.222 .366 

T20 1.00 5.00 3.81 1.336 -.913 .184 -.366 .366 

T21 2.00 5.00 4.27 .760 -.806 .184 .202 .366 

T22 1.00 5.00 2.80 .768 .206 .184 .269 .366 

T23 1.00 5.00 4.26 .885 -1.293 .184 1.856 .366 



 
 

T22 -.005 .034 -.035 .000 
T23 .068 .070 .008 .044 

     *– level of significance 0.05; **– level of significance 0.01     
  

To determine the connection between the self-assessed competence for the partnership with parents 
and age, years of working experience, professional qualification and special status of career 
advancement, correlation coefficients (hereinafter shown in brackets) were calculated in Table 3. It is 
important to mention that the correlation with age was calculated using the Pearson coefficient, while 
the correlations with years of work experience, professional qualification and special status were 
calculated using the Spearman coefficient due to the unsatisfied conditions and measurement scale. 
Furthermore, it is evident that the correlations in the age column and the work experience column show 
similar amounts, which is expected due to their interrelation. Namely, the older the educators are, i.e. 
the more years of work experience they have, the higher level of insecurity, stress and restlessness due 
to the pandemic-caused life circumstances is. Also, they state that they used the phone calls and text 
messaging more often (.231** and .204**) than Skype/Zoom (-.179* and -.231**) or email (-.183* and -
.173*) as means of communicating with parents during the quarantine period. In addition, the older the 
educators are, the more expressed the attitude that the partnership cooperation is better achieved face-
to-face than on-line is (.150* and .155*). During the out-of-the-ordinary living conditions, the children's 
need for playing, learning and socializing does not stop, which is why it is important that the family home 
provides a certain rhythm and routine in which the child will do fun, diverse and challenging activities 
which will offer him/her satisfaction, development, play-time and enjoyment. The research results show 
that, in regard to age and years of work experience, the most prominent negative correlation is with the 
assessment of competence for organizing distance activities for children participating in “Preschool at 
home” (-.372** and -.331**). In other words, the older the educator is, the less competent they feel for 
the mentioned work. Professional qualification-wise, as the years of education grow, so does the sense 
of competence for organizing the “Preschool at home” (.272**). Likewise, the educators with a university 
degree also find that communicating with parents on-line makes the partnership easier and enriches it 
(.162*). Moreover, it should be emphasized that a positive correlation has been found between the 
special status of career advancement and the educator’s attitude that all their professional training on 
partnership and working with parents in general helped them (.257**). In the out-of-the-ordinary 
situations of physical distancing, temporary or real isolation caused by the global COVID-19 pandemic, 
communication via digital media can significantly help in initiating and maintaining quality partnership 
relations [13].  

Furthermore, for the purpose of this research, statistical procedures have been conducted in order to 
find out whether there are statistically significant differences in the self-perceived competences for 
organizing distance learning for preschool children, regarding the educator's work and life experiences, 
as well as their education level. Trying to answer the question about the age and work experience, two 
independent ANOVA tests have been performed due to the unsatisfied conditions for the interpretation 
of their interaction. Also, variable transformation has been conducted to even the number of respondents 
in the groups, as shown in the tables with descriptive data. In both ANOVA test results, variances are 
homogeneous throughout the groups, which is proven by the use of Levene's test. Even though the 
distributions significantly deviate from the normality, the ANOVA is robust to minor deviations because 
the distributions are symmetrical or asymmetrical in the same direction. Due to the uneven number of 
respondents in the groups, as well as other unsatisfied preconditions, the Kruskal–Wallis non-parametric 
test was used for the analysis of the professional qualification. The detailed results are shown in the 
following tables and graphs. 

 

3.1    Educators’ age 
 

Table 4: Descriptive data on self-assessment of competence according to the educators’ age 

Age M SD N 

22–35 4.0893 .92002 56 

36–50 3.5846 1.01385 65 

51–64 3.0000 1.27098 53 



 
 

Total 3.5690 1.14970 174 

 

 

 

 
Graph 1: Arithmetic mean of the competence self-assessment considering the educators’ age 

 
 
3.2    Educators’ work experience 

Table 4: Descriptive data on self-assessment of competence according to educators’ work experience 

Work experience M SD N 

<5 4.1818 .84611 33 

6–15 3.6727 1.01934 55 

16–25 3.6410 .95936 39 

>26 2.9574 1.35064 47 

Total 3.5690 1.14970 174 

 

 

Table 5: ANOVA test summary for the educators’ age 

Source of variability 
Sum of 
squares 

Degrees of 
freedom 

Mean sum of 
squares F p 

Age 
Within the groups / Error 

32.33 
196.34 

2 
171 

16.167 
1.148 

14.081 <0.001 

Total 2445 174    



 
 

 

 
Graph 1: Arithmetic mean of the competence self-assessment considering the educators’ years of 

work experience 
 
 
3.3    Professional qualification 
 

 

Table 6: ANOVA test summary for the educators’ work experience 

Source of variability 
Sum of 
squares 

Degrees of 
freedom 

Mean sum of 
squares F p 

Age 
Within the groups / Error 

30.77 
197.907 

3 
170 

10.255 
1.164 

8.809 <0.001 

Total 2445 174    



 
 

 
Graph 3: Competence self-assessment medians considering the educators’ professional qualification 

(secondary school degree, two-year post-secondary qualification or university degree) 
 

  
Given the research results, it is possible to conclude that there are statistically significant differences in 
the competence self-assessment with regard to age (F=14.081 with p<0,001) and work experience 
(F=8.809 with p<0,001). The older the educators are and the more years of work experience they have, 
the lower their competence self-assessments are. The post-hoc analysis (Fisher's LSD test) later 
showed that all age groups significantly differentiate between themselves. Furthermore, when it comes 
to the years of work experience, all the groups are different, except the second and the third one, i.e. 
the groups in which the respondents have 6–15 and 16–25 years of work experience. Educators’ 
professional qualification-wise, the Kruskal-Wallis test has shown that there are statistically significant 
differences in competence self-assessment medians (p=0.004). With the increase of years spent in 
professional training and development, the competence self-assessment also increases, and there is a 
significant difference when it comes to the educators who only finished secondary education. Hindin and 
Mueller’s research results [14] also show differences in relation to professional development continuity, 
according to which the educators who actively participated in different forms of professional training 
assess themselves as more competent in achieving reciprocal partnership that opens up the possibility 
of various opportunities for authentic family participation. 

 

4  CONCLUSIONS 

Nowadays, parents are confronted with new challenges caused by the corona virus pandemic that 
immensely changes the family’s everyday life.  Through continuous communication between parents 
and educators, as well as by imagining and creating age-appropriate activities in the context of family 
with the help and support of educators, structure and routine is formed, and it helps parents to normalize 
crisis situations and makes the exercise of the right to education possible for children of early and 
preschool age. The results of the conducted research show that educators find the partnership 
cooperation with parents is of greater quality face-to-face than on-line. However, they feel that their work 
during the pandemic is satisfactory, and that their dedication to the educator’s profession is high. 
However, the results also show that the older educators expressed the higher level of insecurity, stress 
and restlessness due to the pandemic-caused life circumstances. They also used platforms such as 
WhatsApp, Viber and the preschool website more rarely than their younger colleagues. Furthermore, 
the results show there is a statistically significant impact of life and work experience, as well as 
education, on competence self-assessment. The older educators, who have more years of work 
experience, self-assess their competences as lower, while the educators who have two-year post-



 
 

secondary qualification or a university degree self-asses their competences as higher. It is undeniable 
that the educators need competences which they have to continuously develop, starting with the 
educator’s initial education and continuing with further professional training in application of 
contemporary modalities of cooperation in general, and especially when it comes to demanding life 
conditions. With various modalities of partnership on offer, parents have the possibility of choosing the 
most acceptable one, actively participating and having the result of quality relationship with the 
educators, all for the welfare of the child. Life circumstances in which the children grow up nowadays 
initiate new meetings between children, parents and educators, and the current times are the proof of 
how much preschool facilities should and can take on the role of a cooperative partner that cooperates 
and inspires in the education process.  

This research’s scientific contribution is reflected in the construction of the measuring instrument that 
allows the measurement of educator’s competence for the partnership with parents during the out-of-
the-ordinary life situations caused by the COVID-19 virus pandemic. The results form an incentive for 
the application of contemporary cooperation modalities, and thereby for the enrichment of the 
partnership practice in preschool facilities.  
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