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Abstract 
The theoretical part of the paper explains the complexity of the concept of an educational institution's 
culture and the importance of creating a culture of collaborative relations in early childhood institutions 
as a prerequisite for changing and improving all of its dimensions. 

An early and preschool education institution consists of people with different systems of values, 
norms, and feelings. However, to be able to function and communicate within an institution, they need 
to combine their differences. We define institutional culture as an expression of common, basic 
settings, beliefs of preschool teachers/elementary school teachers, professional associates, the 
administrative and support staff, parents, principals, typical of an educational institution, which is 
recognized by the mutual relations of its people and their joint work activities, management style, 
organizational and physical environment, and the degree of focus on continuous learning and 
research of educational practice. 

In the empirical part of the paper, qualitative narrative research is presented, which aims to provide 
insight into preschool teachers' understandings about the relationships within the institution as a 
dimension of kindergarten culture. We wished to explore the meanings that participants attribute to 
their relationships with others inside the institution in which they work and the ways and opportunities 
they suggest for improving the culture of collaborative relationships. We chose the narrative approach 
to achieve the research goal since it allows us to understand the meaning that research participants 
attach to a particular event, person, or situation through the so-called personal stories [1,2,3]. 

The semi-structured interview was chosen as the primary method of data collection. The researcher 
performed the processing of the collected data using the thematic analysis [4], which starts from the 
transcription of audio recordings of conducted interviews and proceeds with the initial coding of data. 
The underlying objective is thereby touncover the main topics and similarities among the coded data. 
The thematic analysis results are presented through a thematic network, which provides insight into 
the preschool teachers' perceptions and understanding of the relationship between members of the 
institution as one of the dimensions of kindergarten culture. 

Keywords: narrative research, professional development, institutional culture, relationships, preschool 
teacher. 

1 INTRODUCTION 
The beginnings of the term culture and its research are attached to Waller (1932 cited by Schoen & 
Teddlie [5]), who was among the first to describe life within an institution under the term culture, and 
emphasized that each school has a complex identity made of mutual relations, customs, irrational 
sanctions, and moral codes. One of the common determinants of many interpretations of culture is 
manifested in the understanding that culture consists of patterns of meaning, transferable patterns that 
are expressed explicitly through symbols or, conversely, implicitly through an individual’s values and 
beliefs [6]. “Culture is important because it defines most of what is done and how it is done in that 
organization. It is intertwined with the goals and life philosophy of the organization and is expressed 
through its slogans that condense the purpose, mission, and business strategy” [7(p274)]. By referring 
to many authors in the paper [8,9,10,11,12,13,14,15,16,17,18], we define institutional culture as an 
expression of common, fundamental assumptions and beliefs shared by preschool 
teachers/elementary school teachers, professional associates, the administrative and support staff, 
parents, principals, which are characteristic of the work of an educational institution, and is recognized 
by the relationships of people and their joint work, management style of the institution, organizational 
and physical environment, and the degree of focus on lifelong learning and research of educational 
practice. 
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Culture permeates the physical part of the institution in a way that is outlined in the organization of 
space, time, equipment, organization of people and space, etc. However, it also permeates the 
“invisible” part formed by values, norms, beliefs, and rituals that are built over time. Rinaldi [19] sees 
the educational institution as a place where personal and collective culture develops. The 
development of a common culture and a common goal of action within the institution strengthens the 
ties of those involved, strengthens the sense of community and action towards a common goal, and 
develops relationships among its members. 

An early and preschool education institution consists of people with mutually different systems of 
values, norms, and feelings. However, in order to be able to function and communicate together within 
an institution, they need to connect their differences. Therefore, preschool teachers' mutual relations 
must be based on honest communication, a mutual exchange of advice, confidentiality, and closeness 
[20]. Such characteristics of the relationship between the institution members contribute to their 
individual and, thus, joint involvement in achieving the set goals [21]. 

Slunjski [22] states that building such communication requires integrating values of respect and 
equality among the members of the institution and setting clear expectations and conceptualizing 
strategies in situations where difficulties are encountered. In building such quality interpersonal 
relationships, preschool teachers certainly benefit from dialogue because, through it, they learn to 
create a common language based on trust, reflection, and the ability to self-reflect. Preschool 
teachers’ ability to self-reflect is a prerequisite for developing the ability to suspend, i.e., release 
attitudes and feelings from content so that preschool teachers can detect what can be done 
additionally and what other participants think about it [20]. The development of collaborative relations 
in the institution is a prerequisite for the development of reflective practice as a form of professional 
development of the individual and the institution. Through reflection, the preschool teacher critically 
reflects on his/her work and self-improvement but also discusses this with his/her co-workers who 
become reflective friends [23,24]. This relationship is based on trust and respect, and feedback is 
given and received as an incentive for development and progress, not as a criticism. Through these 
comments and discussions, a common understanding of practice is developed; in other words, a 
common reality is created. 

The exchange of experiences and opinions in such, as previously described, modern forms of 
professional development certainly contribute to the development of preschool teachers’ personal 
characteristics since, over time, they realize the importance of open, honest, objective, and 
constructive discussion, which is the foundation of any reflection on educational practice. The role of 
group discussions lies in the fact that, through them, the mental models of all members of the 
institution are 'submitted for consideration' [25] to other members, i.e., reflective friends, critical friends 
[25], colleagues with whom mutual communication is based on openness and honesty. Criticism or 
opinions are accepted as help in their own professional development. An important feature of group 
discussions is that the practice of such forms of preschool teachers’ professional development helps 
to notice the gap between what the preschool teacher says, i.e., his/her proclaimed theories and 
his/her appliedtheories (the theory that is the starting point of the preschool teacher's actions). Also, as 
another important characteristic, author Fullan [26] states that, in order to change the culture, it is 
necessary to change the quantity and quality of interactions among all participants in the educational 
process. 

The culture of the institution encompasses preschool teachers’ shared vision, their values,and 
established customs. Thus, some of the functions of institutional culture are to provide its members 
with a sense of identity, which automatically supports collective affiliation [27]. This is especially 
evident in the understanding of individuals within the organization as creators of knowledge and in the 
understanding of the organization, or institution of early and preschool education, as a place of 
implementation and utilization of knowledge, supporting the above-mentioned collective affiliation [28]. 
In such cultures, people come together in teams to achieve a common purpose or vision, and there is 
a certain responsibility that is shared between all team members [28]. Teamwork is suitable for early 
childhood education institutions primarily because they are composed of heterogeneous professions 
with different knowledge and understanding of a particular problem, skills, characteristics, values, 
roles, and functions [28].  

Learning at the team level implies bringing together individuals and their potentials to create new 
knowledge and achieve a shared vision. This increases the level of flexibility, positive interdependence 
of members, group activity, and strengthens the institution's social skills [29]. Consequently, know-how 
teams are created, i.e., teams whose work contributes to the creation of a stimulating environment for 
preschool teachers’ professional development as a key factor in improving the institutional culture of 
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early childhood education [28]. Miles [30] considers the development of group skills as the common 
denominator of these processes since, through them, members will have the opportunity to identify 
with each other and openly empower each other. This will be possible in an environment that supports 
preschool teachers’ discussions about everyday educational situations, whichprovide them with insight 
into “…their personal and group capacities, raise self-confidence, and develop collaborative skills” 
[31(p15)]. 

These determinants indicate the characteristics of the relationship curriculum [32], which should be the 
foundation of all transformational forms of institutions in which the professional connection of 
preschool teachers, their communication, cooperation, and joint thinking about the educational 
process are one of “the most important pillars of the entire educational process.” [31(p16)]. This leads 
to the conclusion that preschool teachers’ professional development is a joint process of all members 
involved in the educational process since it requires a high level of interaction between the members 
who actively participate in changing institutional culture and thus create the capacity for change [33]. 

2 METHODOLOGY 
We have defined the relations between the institution members as one dimension of the culture of an 
educational institution on which its further improvement and change largely depend. Continuous 
questioning and research of one’s own practice leads to constant examination, reflection on the 
existing practice, which results in knowledge based on which the preschool teacher, together with 
colleagues and the professional team, acts in the direction of change, i.e., improving the institution into 
a learning organization [34]. This notion of professional development points to the role of leadership in 
providing an environment that, above all, supports the preschool teacher and provides him/her with 
the conditions that motivate him/her to further learning processes, which will consequently affect 
growth in all areas – personal and professional [35]. This leads to the conclusion that preschool 
teachers’ professional development is a characteristic of improving the quality of the educational 
institution, i.e., its culture, since it requires strong connections and quality relationships among the 
members of the institution and emphasizes the interdependence of their actions and a sense of 
responsibility for them. 

2.1 Research aim 
The main aim of empirical research is to gain insight into preschool teachers’ personal understanding 
of the institution's existing relationships as a dimension of kindergarten culture. Therefore, in the 
paper's continuation, we will present the participants’ answers obtained for the main research 
question, which concerns how preschool teachers describe and perceive relationships within the 
institution as one of the dimensions of kindergarten culture. 

2.2 Methodological approach to research 
The research relied on a qualitative approach because it allows gaining an understanding of the 
phenomenon of research as a whole and an understanding of the essence of the phenomenon 
through meanings attached to situations, events, experiences, and other actors in the environment 
[36]. Since the qualitative approach, especially the personal narrative, provides an opportunity to 
“empower individuals to tell their story” [37(p40)], its application in this research ensured the 
achievement of the main research aim, which requires understanding the context and meaning that 
the participants attribute through the so-called personal stories [1,2,3]. Therefore, narrative research 
with elements of the ethnographic approach was chosen as the main methodological strategy in order 
to gain insight into the meaning that preschool teachers attach to their professional development and 
relationship with others in the institution as one of the dimensions of kindergarten culture [33]. 

The narrative approach to the research problem is based on narrative cognition that considers the 
unique and special characteristics of human activities that take place in a unique social environment. 
The narrative analysis focuses on cases, activities, and events, chronologically expressed in research 
participants’ words and manner of speech, which allow us to understand the processes associated 
with the phenomenon we are investigating. The advantage of the narrative analysis over all other 
qualitative methods is precisely in its ideographic approach, which means that the primary aim is to 
explore the meaning of individual experience from that particular person's perspective. In doing so, the 
concepts and language, used in the narrative, are brought to the fore and the individual experience is 
explained with the language and concepts used by that person. The purpose of narrative analysis is 
for the reader to understand how and why the events in question took place in the way they did and 
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why and how the participants behaved in the way they did [36,38]. Given the nature of the research 
aim, the stated methodological strategy provided insight into the meanings that subjects attach to the 
institution's phenomenon of relations as those elements that largely shape and determine the culture 
of the particular institution. 

2.3 Procedures and methods of data collection and data analysis 
The research was conducted on a suitable sample of five preschool teachers, employed in 
Kindergarten Rijeka, in the city of Rijeka, Croatia. The research participants' age ranges from 23 to 50, 
and the length of their work experience ranges from 2 months to 26 years. In accordance with the 
changes that have occurred in the last 30 years in the field of initial education of preschool teachers in 
the Republic of Croatia, especially in the different study levels and duration, preschool teachers who 
participated in this study were of different education levels of education. While some preschool 
teachers have completed a two-year or three-year professional study or three-year undergraduate 
university study, others have completed or are currently enrolled in a two-year graduate (master's 
degree) university study of early childhood education. 

A semi-structured interview was chosen as the main data collection method since it allows research 
participants to clarify their answers, which provides an opportunity for a deeper understanding of the 
research subject [3]. One of the important premises on which a semi-structured interview is based is 
the understanding that each individual possesses subjective meanings that he/she expresses during 
storytelling. Therefore, this type of interview allows the researcher insight into a person’s knowledge or 
information, his/her values and preferences, and attitudes and beliefs (Tuckman, 1972 cited by Cohen 
et al. [2]). To conduct a semi-structured interview, a plan needs to be prepared, which must be open 
and flexible enough to allow for the reallocation of content, expansion, or digression, new directions of 
interviewing, and additional thorough examination [2]. These features of this type of interview were the 
reasons for its choice as the main method of data collection that ensures the achievement of the 
research goal.  

Each interview was conducted according to a pre-defined protocol, which consisted of three topics: the 
relationship between the preschool teacher and professional associates, the mutual relations of 
preschool teachers inside the work collective, and the possibilities and ways to improve relations in the 
institution. In the introductory part of the interview, the participants were guaranteed anonymity and 
confidentiality of the provided data, which were emphasized to be used exclusively for research 
purposes. Also, the introductory part covered questions related to age, years of service, and the level 
of preschool teachers’ education. 

All interviews were conducted in June 2018. Four participants were interviewed at Kindergarten 
Rijeka, while one participant was interviewed at home. The interviews were recorded on a dictaphone 
and then verbatim transcribed, including all spoken words and sounds, hesitations, speech 
interruptions, laughter, long pauses, etc. However, the researcher edited the transcripts in terms of 
removing those parts or words that were not necessary to understand the overall meaning of a 
particular answer. This mainly refers to the descriptions of the participants' situations, which are not 
related to the questions asked or to the entire research problem addressed in this paper. 

In order to gain deeper insights into (individual) experiences of research participants and establish 
common patterns related to the configuration of interpersonal relationships in early childhood 
education, the researchers subjected the transcribed data from the interview to a thematic analysis. In 
the literature, thematic analysis is defined as an analytical process focused on the identification of 
recognizable topics and patterns of living and behavior (Taylor and Bogdan, 1984; Benner, 1985; 
Leininger, 1985; Aronson, 1995, cited by Ledić, Turk, [38]). Thematic analysis is a method to 
systematically recognize, organize, and gain insight into patterns (themes) of meaning within the 
database of collected data. The patterns of meaning that the thematic analysis allows the researcher 
to identify must be significant for the particular topic and research question [4]. 

Thus, the analysis of the data collected with the interviews began with multiple readings of the 
transcripts and their initial coding, which revealed similarities among the coded data in the form of 
main themes and patterns of meaning [39]. The obtained results of the thematic analysis are 
presented through a thematic network consisting of individual levels according to the model proposed 
by Attride-Stirling (2001 cited by Ledić & Brajdić Vuković [36]): basic themes (grouped codes), 
organizational themes (grouped basic themes) and global topics (grouped organizational topics). The 
resulting thematic network provides insight into the perception and understanding of relationships 
among members of the institution from preschool teachers' perspective –participants in this research. 
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3 RESULTS 
The basic problem in the focus of the research relates, therefore, to the preschool teachers’ 
perception of relationships in the institution and combines several topics (Figure 1) that are formulated 
following the fundamental aspect of the questions used in the interviews. These relate to the 
description of relations with members of the professional team of expert associates in the institution 
from the perspective of research participants, descriptions of current positive and negative aspects of 
relations between the preschool teachers inside the collective, and the participants’ reflections on 
possible areas and ways to improve relations in the institution in which they work. 

 
Figure 1. Thematic network of the unit  

Relations within the institution as a dimension of kindergarten culture 

Within the first topic, the question refers to the description of the relationship between the preschool 
teachers and the professional team members in the institution in which they work and the resulting 
degree of satisfaction. Namely, it is necessary to point out that, the moment we introduced this topic, 
all preschool teachers nonverbally expressed movements that may indicate a feeling of discomfort, 
i.e., some form of dissatisfaction, such as rolling their eyes, dismissingly waving their hand, or 
disapprovingly shaking their head to the previous interview questions. 

From the answers received, it is evident that the preschool teachers describe the relationship with the 
professional team as follows: 
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• "Specifically with this expert team, communication is at a satisfactory level, although many 
things are still missing. However, I also understand that they do not have that much time and 
have many other administrative obligations and paperwork that prevent them from dedicating 
themselves to us to the extent we need. Although I think they ... I believe they feel powerless, 
but I also feel bad when they don't really help me. They don't stay in the group as much as I 
would like, they don't comment on some of my actions in practice or anything like that, which I 
might even want to learn from it. I don't get such forms, but, again, whenever we ... we have to 
talk about something, their communication is supportive.” (L.S.) 

• “They say that the professional team should be an associate, but even after 25 years of 
experience, I feel the distance, that they are somewhat more superior and I am a bit more 
subordinate. And, whenever I need something, I go with some dose of fear to them. If you feel 
such a dose of fear, it creates an obstacle to achieving better quality, to your work with children, 
and all. When I ask them for advice, far from it, and with the pedagogist and the health 
manager, but there is always that feeling. I don't think they are involved enough in the work of 
the group.” (Ž.L.) 

• “Well, I think the communication was as good as ... I can't complain about anything. Now, with 
regards to support and help ... yes ... I don't have much to say about that. I will not say on whom 
it depends, who is guilty or not, but receiving some great support unfortunately ... (shakes her 
head disapprovingly). I don't know, maybe my expectations are high, but... I've never had any 
problem situations so far that I needed help with, but I expect them to come to my room, look at 
me, give me constructive advice, praise me for what seems good practice, and support me if I 
want to achieve progress in any aspect.” (DB) 

Based on the above-mentioned, we can conclude that perhaps the biggest cause of dissatisfaction 
with the professional team members is the inequality of members, i.e., the ratio between preschool 
teachers and members of the professional team, which is a characteristic of the top-down leadership 
style [40]. Such leadership starts from top-down control, which is based on changing the participants' 
behavior, does not take into account preschool teachers' needs, desires, and interests, and does not 
approve the distribution of power to all members of the educational system. Although some preschool 
teachers seem satisfied with communication, which is two-way because it is supportive, honest, equal, 
a larger number of participants, on the other hand, are dissatisfied with their achieved cooperation with 
the professional team. The path to improvement may lie in the change in the power distribution. The 
greatest benefit is manifested in the application of an assertive power distribution, which requires the 
principal’s orientation towards achieving more profound changes in the institution. On that path, 
he/she is accompanied and supported by preschool teachers and the professional team [41]. Such 
leadership would certainly have an impact on raising the level of preschool teachers’ satisfaction since 
they would become equal participants in the educational institution, which would make the motivation 
for continuous professional development more intrinsic. 

Preschool teachers’ assessment of their relations with professional associates was one of the topics of 
the scientific research project Culture of the educational institution as a factor in the co-construction of 
knowledge at the University of Rijeka (grant number: 13.10.2.2.01). As part of the project, in 2015, a 
survey was conducted on a random sample of N = 238 preschool teachers from the Republic of 
Croatia. The results showed that, in contrast to the narrative research presented in this paper, the 
surveyed preschool teachers were extremely positive about their relationship with professional 
associates in terms of their willingness to provide professional support and assistance to preschool 
teachers in their work and attitude towards preschool teachers as equal partners and not their 
subordinates who need to be taught how to work with children [33]. However, it should be noted that, 
in both of these statements, almost a quarter of the surveyed preschool teachers took a restrained 
position, which is reflected in their assessment that the above-mentioned neither applies nor does not 
apply to the practice of the kindergarten in which they work. Furthermore, the same study examined 
the difference between preschool teachers’ different levels of education in their assessment of 
interpersonal relationships inside the institution, and the difference was found in only two of the 
thirteen statements. Therefore, it is significant that both relate to the preschool teachers’ perception of 
their relationship with professional associates. Namely, it was found that preschool teachers with an 
obtained university degree (graduate study) assess professional associate’ readiness to provide 
professional support to preschool teachers higher than preschool teachers with a college degree 
(undergraduate study). Also, preschool teachers with a university degree to a greater extent assess 
that professional associates treat them as equal partners in their work than do preschool teachers with 
a college degree. The authors attempted to explain the results with the thesis that perhaps preschool 
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teachers’ research-reflective competencies are strengthened during graduate education, due to which 
professional associates perceive them as equal partners in creating the educational process in 
institutions of early childhood education. For this reason, highly educated preschool teachers and 
professional associates achieve quality, mutually supportive relationships. This probably resulted in 
more positive assessments of preschool teachers with an obtained university degree compared to 
preschool teachers with a college degree regarding professional associates' willingness to provide 
professional assistance.  

The impact of the leadership style, and thus the relationship with the professional team, is manifested 
in the team's relationships as the next topic presented in the thematic network. Preschool teachers’ 
answers thus gave rise to two categories of answer codes, namely the notion of the collective as a 
group, but which has the potential to develop into know-how teams, yet still requires a lot of 
investment. As already shown in the theoretical part of the paper, know-how teams base their work on 
team learning, and their work ultimately contributes to the creation of a stimulating environment for 
continuous learning within the institution of early and preschool education. In addition, as a common 
reason for a lack of satisfaction, preschool teachers mention: 

• “...I gained insight into their work, their strengths, what they pay more attention to, and, also, 
their weaknesses. We had a really good relationship ... the only thing I think was missing was 
just such forms of reflection. So, the ways in which we can learn from each other, in joint 
communication and conversation. As for the relationship, I would say it was superficial.” (N.A.) 

• “What I see as room for improvement is reducing the gap between younger and more senior 
preschool teachers. I think that both groups have prejudices against each other and that both 
age groups can benefit a lot more from each other, and with this kind of prejudice and this kind 
of hierarchy of power, it all gets lost and communication is not right at all.” (L.S.) 

• “Well, it’s like this ... senior colleagues, a lot of them think that we have done what we could, 
don't touch, leave it up to the younger ones. In fact, it shouldn't be like that. The senior ones get 
complacent and the younger ones feel overwhelmed ... then there is a conflict in the relationship 
that there is no quality work or communication. Efforts are made, but there is always a ‘black 
sheep’ either because of the level of education, years of experience; oscillations are 
noticeable.” (Ž.L.) 

The background of such considerations can be supported by the thesis presented in the introductory 
part of the paper that the institution for early childhood education consists of people with different 
systems of values, norms, and feelings. However, in order to be able to function and communicate 
together, it is necessary to work on connecting them. That is why it is extremely important, as Schein 
[20] states, that preschool teachers respect each other, that they are honest and close. The code 
pointed out the existence of such potential under the category preschool teacher-reflective friend since 
some preschool teachers perceive other preschool teachers as colleagues whose criticism they 
accept as constructive advice for progress in professional and personal development. They observed 
the following:  

• “...most of us are open to cooperation and mutual help and to respect each other and that is the 
most important thing for me.” (L.S.) 

Such preschool teachers’ statements, from which it is observable that they attach great importance to 
mutual respect and cooperation in the collective, were also confirmed with the results of the 2015 
survey [33]. Namely, in the mentioned research, the examined preschool teachers assessed mutual 
support and respect in the collective as one of the positive features of relations in early childhood 
institutions (M = 3.78; sd = 0.858), whereby the statement mainly or completely refers to the practice 
of the kindergarten (69.3% of participants). However, one-fifth of the participants took a restrained 
stance, stating that such a situation neither applies nor doesn’t to the current relationships among the 
people in their institution. 

Furthermore, all preschool teachers stated in their answers during the interview that the relations in 
their kindergarten are very superficial and that preschool teachers do not really know each other, so 
they need more socializing, a higher level of communication, exchange of ideas, work actions, and the 
like, which would strengthen their collaborative relationships. In this regard, one participant observed: 

• “I think that preschool teachers know each other on a superficial level and I think that the doors 
of each group are not really open, but that some groups are kindergartens for themselves. 
When we talk about a kindergarten curriculum ... I would say that there are group curricula – 
there is no interaction, no sharing, no vision.” (N.A.) 
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If such thinking about the importance of mutual relations within the institution as a dimension of the 
institution's culture is accepted, more efforts will be invested in strengthening mutual cooperation. In 
addition, all preschool teachers in the interviews mentioned mutual relations as a priority area of 
progress of the institution in which they work, which is the foundation of progress in other areas and 
dimensions of institutional culture. This shows the importance which preschool teachers, participants 
in this research, attach to the institution's relations. The above-mentioned conclusions are in line with 
the results of the already mentioned survey [33], according to which as many as one-quarter of the 
participants (25.2%) assess the existence of a lack of communication among preschool teachers in 
their collective, while 28.2% of the participants were unable to provide an assessment. Based on the 
data obtained from the survey, the authors conclude that respecting and accepting different opinions, 
giving and receiving constructive criticism, and mutual communication in the collective are those areas 
of interpersonal relationships in early childhood institutions that the surveyed preschool teachers 
believe require additional efforts. 

4 CONCLUSIONS 
In the process of changing and improving the culture of an entire institution, those institutions in which 
quality interpersonal relationships and honest communication prevail have a much better chance of 
success than those in which relationships and communication are superficial, where problems are 
discussed routinely, and which do not take into account everyday work conditions, children's learning, 
and the quality of their lives [26,42,30,23,14,5,34,16,7,18,24]. The development of trust and closeness 
among people contributes to their individual and group engagement and participation in achieving 
commonly set goals. Key elements of building trust and closeness among the institution's members 
are encouraging and supporting honest, open, and respectful communication, forming support groups 
and common learning, establishing equality among people, and articulating clear expectations. We 
conclude that the quality of relations among all educational institution members is one of the key 
prerequisites for changing and improving institutional culture. Therefore, in the research part of this 
paper, we tried to gain an insight into preschool teachers’ personal views about the relationships 
between people inside their institution, as a dimension of kindergarten culture. 

The thematic analysis of the interviewees’ answers to questions about the institution's relationships 
hasyielded the answer to the main research question about how preschool teachers describe and 
perceive relationships among members of the institution and what importance they attach to changing 
and improving the overall institutional culture. Within the process of professional development, 
preschool teachers attach more importance to colleagues as a source of support, communication, and 
motivation for further work than to the process of learning and improvement. As they themselves state, 
they believe that mutual relations in the kindergarten are currently very superficial and require 
investing additional effort. In this way, current groups of preschool teachers working within the same 
facility would use the potential that already exists to transform into know-how teams in which 
preschool teachers come together, use their own capabilities and skills to create new knowledge, and 
achieve a shared vision [28]. Accordingly, based on the participants’ answers in this research, we 
notice that the relations within an institution, of which the preschool teacher is a member, proved to be 
important milestones for preschool teachers' understanding of their own professional development.  

The quality of work in early childhood institutions refers to preschool teachers and professionals' joint 
work through joint reflection and analysis, team approach, and achieving joint responsibility for the 
process. It is characterized by quality relationships based on understanding and acceptance [43], 
making this aspect necessary for the institution's further progress. This relationship is called a 
professional partnership, and is recognizable by the “culture of two-way, reciprocal, and respectful 
communication between preschool teachers and all other entities and by providing mutual support in 
matters directly and indirectly related to the educational process. This is manifested in the joint 
reflection and implementation and evaluation of the educational process, which are aimed at the 
continuous improvement of the quality of this process” [41(p21)]. In order to achieve this, the relations 
within the institution between the mentioned subjects should be respectful, equal, and encouraging, 
and mutual interactions based on respect and trust. Such relations are the foundation for the 
development of cooperation in early childhood institutions, and, at the same time, for the improvement 
of educational activities. The same has been claimed by Fullan [42], emphasizing that cooperation is 
an important dimension of quality development in early childhood education, which is jointly created in 
proportion to the abilities of the practitioners in recognizing and applying ideas and knowledge, which 
represents the most valuable potential for (joint) development. We can conclude that, by creating a 
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culture of cooperative relations, the educational practice of the institution can be changed and 
improved, as well as its culture as a whole. 
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