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Abstract 
The purpose of this systematic research review is to determine: (1) the relationship between the 
preschool teachers’ perception of their competencies to provide parental counseling support, the 
parents' perception, and the role of professional associates, and (2) the perception of competencies 
and importance of professional development in the context of early and preschool education. A 
systematic review of empirical studies' findings was applied to gain insight and a deeper 
understanding of this topic. The specificity of this review lies in the fact that it includes all research of 
defended graduate theses (N = 21) from the elective course Counseling at the part-time graduate 
university study of Early and Preschool Education at the Faculty of Teacher Education, University of 
Rijeka, the Republic of Croatia from 2012 to 2019. Research studies conducted within this course are 
shaped based on student-preschool teachers' expressed interest in this topic. In accordance with the 
research objectives, data on the study design, preschool teachers’ competencies to provide parental 
counseling support, and the importance of professional development were extracted and processed 
with descriptive (frequencies and percentages) and qualitative analysis (participant statement). Among 
empirical studies, quantitative studies (n = 16) are the most frequent, conducted on a sample of 
preschool teachers (n = 11) and parents (n = 7). All studies explore teachers’ competencies for 
providing parental counseling support, whereby eight studies examine general, and 10 studies 
examine specific competencies in providing parental counseling support such as providing support to 
parents of children with disabilities, gifted children, children with mental health issues, and the use of 
bibliotherapy. Two-thirds of studies deal with teachers' self-perception (n = 12) or professional 
associates' perception (n = 2) in providing parental counseling support. In contrast, one-third of studies 
explore parents' perception of support received from teachers and other preschool professionals (n = 
7). In all research studies on the samples of professionals, professional development for parental 
counseling is represented. Parents expressed a higher level of satisfaction with preschool teachers' 
competencies for providing parental counseling support than did preschool teachers themselves. 
Furthermore, parents rely more on preschool teachers than on professional associates when in need 
of counseling support. In addition, preschool teachers find that continuing professional development 
and self-directed learning contribute more than initial education to the development of competencies 
needed for providing parental counseling support. The findings clearly indicate the need to analyze 
professional development programs for teachers aimed at providing parental counseling support, 
primarily programs of initial teacher education, as well as the level of preschool teachers' and 
professional associates' responsibility and competencies for providing better parental counseling 
support. The findings are significant for the practice, research, and educational policy makers, as they 
point to the importance of teachers' competencies providing parental counseling support and can be 
used to develop pre- and in-service programs. 

Keywords: Preschool teachers, counseling support, competencies, professional development, early 
and preschool education. 

1 INTRODUCTION  
The demands of modern society are becoming more complex; the daily communication and 
cooperation with parents are becoming an increasing professional challenge for preschool teachers 
who are expected to provide parental counseling support. In the last two decades, international and 
European documents and educational policies have emphasized the importance of providing parental 
support, as the primary preschool teachers of their children, for the best possible performance of their 
parental role and providing support. Furthermore, preschool teachers are expected to work in 
partnership with parents to benefit children [e.g., 1-4]. Preschool teachers’ professional competencies 
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in the Republic of Croatia include the prescribed obligation of cooperation and counseling work with 
parents [5, Art. 29, para. 2: 94]. Preschool teachers are obliged to provide counseling support to 
parents through various forms of cooperation [e.g., 6-7]. Therefore, they need to have specific skills to 
be able to establish quality partnerships with parents and daily improve their skills needed to 
successfully provide counseling support in specific situations, when dealing with parents of children 
with disabilities and others, and to communicate the child's needs professionally. 

Although the importance of preschool teachers' counseling skills has been identified, few studies offer 
a theoretical concept. Bruder et al. [8] developed a four-dimensional model of teacher competencies 
for parental counseling by offering a set of communication and counseling skills selected and 
hierarchically structured according to the level of requirements for working with parents, ranging from 
simpler to more complex: (1) counseling skills: active listening, paraphrasing, (2) diagnostic and 
pedagogical knowledge, (3) collaboration and taking perspective into account, and (4) coping skills. 
Based on Bruder’s model, Gerich et al. [9] tested and validated the Teachers’ Counseling Competency 
Model: (1) communication skills (paraphrasing, active listening, structuring); (2) diagnostic skills 
(problem definition, search for possible causes, perspective-taking); (3) problem-solving skills 
(strategy application, goal orientation, solution and resources orientation, collaborative actions), and 
(4) coping skills (coping with criticism, dealing). By focusing on practical exercises of hypothetical 
situations from everyday practice and documenting the learning process and reflecting on the 
implemented exercises, [10] found that they successfully encouraged teachers’ counseling 
competencies and that teachers with better-developed counseling competencies more often provide 
parental counseling support. Furthermore, they concluded that empowered teachers would approach 
and deal with problem situations with greater ease, more willing, and with less professional stress from 
the very entry into the immediate educational practice. Similarly, Skočić Mihić, Blanuša Trošelj, and 
Katić [11] determined that, with an increase in the chronological age, teachers show a higher level of 
self-assessed competency for parental counseling, which they assess as mediocre. In most cases, 
they have not acquired formal competencies that would enable them to provide a quality 
implementation of parental counseling [11, p. 386]. In order for the parental support to be of the 
highest quality, in addition to acquiring competencies for providing counseling support, it is of 
particular importance that teachers acquire basic competencies for counseling parents during their 
initial education. 

In the Croatian context, at the undergraduate level, there are currently no courses that would provide 
preschool teachers with basic education and the acquisition of competencies in the application of 
parenting counseling skills. At the graduate level of the study program Early and Preschool Education 
at the Faculty of Teacher Education, the University of Rijeka, where the elective course Counseling is 
conducted in which students have the opportunity to acquire basic competencies related to the use of 
counseling skills [11]. It is essential to point out that the elective course Counseling in the study 
program of Early and Preschool Education is at the Croatian graduate level. Therefore, taking into 
account previous theoretical knowledge, this paper aims to provide an overview of research that 
examines the perception of counseling support of various stakeholders in early and preschool 
education in the Republic of Croatia. 

In order to gain an insight and a deeper understanding of this topic, a systematic review was applied 
on 21 graduate theses defended on the elective course Counseling at the part-time graduate 
university study of Early and Preschool Education at the Faculty of Teacher Education, University of 
Rijeka, the Republic of Croatia from 2012 to 2019. This study was established in the Republic of 
Croatia in 2010/2011 as a part-time study. For the first time in history, it provided preschool teachers 
with further formal education at the master of education level. According to the above-mentioned, the 
purpose of this study was to determine the relationship between the preschool teachers’ perception of 
their competencies to provide parental counseling support, the parents' perception, and the role of 
professional associates, as well as the perception of competencies and importance of professional 
development in the context of early and preschool education.  

2 METHODOLOGY 
This systematic review's specificity lies in the fact that it includes all defended graduate theses (N = 
21) from the elective course Counseling, from the establishment of the study to 2019. Thus, the 
unique criterion for inclusion was a defended thesis from this course. Since the theses represent a 
unique research area in the Republic of Croatia that is not sufficiently researched, it was decided to 
provide a complete overview of research related to the field of counseling with an emphasis on 
preschool teachers’ competencies. 
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2.1 Research questions 
In accordance with this study's purpose, the following research questions were created: (1) In what 
year was the study published; what are its sample and design? (2) What are the research topics in 
relation to the research participants? (3) How is preschool teachers’ competency to provide counseling 
support to parents perceived from different stakeholders' perspective? (4) How do teachers perceive 
that professional development contributes to the acquisition of competencies to support parental 
counseling? 

2.2 Data extraction and synthesis  
In order to extract data relevant to the research questions, a database was created in which data were 
entered according to defined criteria. The first criterion referred to the identification of the author and 
year of thesis defense within a total of 21 empirical studies in the period from the academic year 
2011/12 to 2018/19. The second criterion was related to the design of the study: quantitative, 
qualitative, mixed research, and case study. The third criterion included research participants (parents, 
preschool participants, professional associates, early and preschool education students, and one 
child). The fourth criterion referred to preschool teachers’ competencies in providing parental 
counseling support from various empirical studies (preschool teachers’ self-assessments, parents’ and 
professional associates’ assessments). The fifth criterion analyzed whether the independent variable 
on the forms of professional development was included in empirical studies and to what extent, as well 
as which forms of professional development were investigated. 

Data synthesis included collecting and summarizing the results, with the quantitative methodology 
referring to the first and third research questions and the qualitative methodology to the second. In the 
Excel table, numerical data are entered for the first and third questions and participants’ statements in 
empirical studies and descriptive descriptions of the second question's obtained results. 

3 RESULTS 

3.1 RQ 1: Year of publication, participants, and study design 
In accordance with the first research question in Table 1, the results of empirical studies are 
summarized with respect to the year of publication, participants, and study design. 

Table 1. Year of publication, participants, and study design 

Publication year N (%) Participants N (%) Study design N (%) 
2012 2 (9.5) preschool teachers 11 (52) quantitative 16 (76) 

2013 3 (14) parents 7 (33) qualitative 2 (9.5) 

2014 2 (9.5) professional associates 1 (5) mixed-method 2 (9.5) 

2015 4 (19) child 1 (5) case study 1 (5) 

2016 1 (5) students 1 (5)   

2017 3 (14)     

2018 3 (14)     

2019 3 (14)     

As shown in Table 1, the year of publication indicates an even representation over the years with a 
variation from a minimum of one to a maximum of four theses. Preschool teachers and parents 
participated in the majority of studies (N = 18), with preschool teachers (52%) in 11 research studies 
and parents (33%) in seven. In only two studies, the sample included professional associates and 
students of early and preschool education, while, in one case study, the participant was a preschool 
blind child. It should be emphasized that the research interest in the graduate theses topic was 
initiated and motivated by graduates from the elective course Counseling at the part-time graduate 
university study of Early and Preschool Education at the Faculty of Teacher Education. Furthermore, 
the beginning of the study program and during the first years of its implementation were dominated by 
students who are primarily preschool teachers with extensive experience in practice. Their motivation 
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for research stems from their own experience, self-assessed insufficient competencies in this area, 
and their expressed educational needs. In the senior years of study, the ratio of students-preschool 
teachers with practical experience and students without practical experience changed in favor of 
students who continue their initial undergraduate education by enrolling in graduate studies. In 
addition, the graduates’ focus on research topics aimed at parents and preschool teachers is visible to 
examine the perception of these two stakeholders. 

According to the research design, the most common are studies that have a quantitative design (76%), 
9% were qualitative (N = 2), 9.5% include a mixed-method (quantitative and qualitative research) (N = 2), 
and 5%, that is, one is a case study (N = 1). The largest percentage was conducted using quantitative 
research and, to a lesser extent, qualitative, mixed-method, and case studies. The study design 
indicates the researchers’ interest in examining the phenomenon of providing parental counseling 
support and preschool teachers’ key competencies necessary for quality professional action. 

3.2 RQ 2. Research topics in relation to research participants 
To determine which topics were researched in relation to which participants, study frequencies in the 
categories "research topic" and "participant" were calculated and shown in Table 2. 

Table 2. Frequency of research topic in relation to participants 

  N 

Fskočić Competencies Participants 
Topic  G S T P S PA C 

Parental support  7 2 5 4 2 0 0 1 

Counseling competencies … 6 4 2 5 0 1 0 0 

Partnership with parents 4 4 0 1 3 0 0 0 

Team collaboration  2 2 0 1 0 0 1 0 

Ethical issues 2 1 1 2 0 0 0 0 
Legend: G-general competencies and S-competencies for specific professional field; T-teachers, P-parents, 
S-students, PA- professional associates, C-child 

According to the research topic, the data were systematized into five categories: parental support, 
counseling competencies, partnership with parents, team collaboration, and ethical issues. A third of 
the papers deal with the topic of preschool teachers’ perceptions of parental support, two studies 
through the general concept of support, while five studies examine different specific areas such as the 
use of bibliotherapy, support for single parents, parents of gifted children, and children with disabilities. 
As shown in Table 2, in four studies, the participants were preschool teachers and in the other four 
parents, indicating a uniform need to analyze how preschool teachers and parents perceive support 
provision. Furthermore, in six studies, preschool teachers assessed their parental counseling 
competencies. Of those, four studies examined counseling competencies as a generic term. Two 
studies explored competencies for specific professional areas such as promoting children's mental 
health and providing support to parents in using children’s literature as part of bibliotherapy. In this 
area, in four studies, preschool teachers assessed personal counseling competencies, while students 
participated in one study. It is interesting to note that relatively often, every fifth study dealt with the 
assessment of the quality of building partnerships between preschool teachers and parents – one from 
the preschool teachers’ perspective, and three from the parents’ perspective. Rarely researched topics 
related to the cooperation between preschool teachers and professional associates in providing 
parental counseling support. Of the two studies that dealt with this topic, preschool teachers and 
professional associates participated in one, which indicates an equal interest in understanding this 
topic from these two stakeholders' perspectives. Also, only two studies explored the topic of ethical 
dilemmas that arise in parental counseling, whereby one study examined preschool teachers’ ethical 
issues in parental counseling in general and the other in relation to the counseling of parents of 
children with disabilities. 
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3.3 RQ3. Preschool teachers’ competencies in providing parental support  
To answer the question of how preschool teachers’ competencies for parental counseling support are 
perceived from the perspective of different participants, data and results were extracted and 
summarized through a quantitative and quantitative presentation (Tables 3, 4, and 5). Table 3 shows 
the quantitative results from two studies that articulate preschool teachers’ and parents’ opinion of 
preschool teachers’ competencies in these areas. 

Table 3. Data of teacher opinions about competencies to provide parental counselling support 

Teachers’ Opinions (Source)  
Teachers are… 

P M Scale/Item 
Min-Max N Min-

Max M (SD) 

competent in promotion of children's mental 
health (2) T A I (1-5) 15 2-5 4.00 (0.845) 

professionals in early and preschool education 
and parental counseling (3) P A I (1-5) 279 1-5 4.14 (0.85) 

P-Participants: T-Teachers, P-parents; M-Measurement: A-assessment; S-Scale, I-Item, Min.-Minimal and Max- maximal 
value, M-arithmetic arithmetic mean, SD-standard deviation 

As can be seen from arithmetic means, preschool teachers are assessed to a greater extent as 
competent in promoting children's mental health, just as parents assessed them as professionals who 
are competent to provide parental counseling support. 

Table 4 shows the quantitative results of self-assessed teacher competencies to provide parental 
counseling support from eight studies. 

Table 4. Data of (self) assessed teacher competencies to provide parental counselling support  

Topic (Source): Perception of… in developing 
partnership with parents P M Scale/Item 

Min-Max N Min-Max M (SD) 

Te
ac

he
rs

 
co

m
pe

te
nc

ie
s 

…
 in promotion of mental health (2) T S S (1-5) 15 1,5-4,5 3,05 (0,94) 

for counseling (7) S S I (1-5) 140 1-5 2.77 (.98) 

for counseling (9) T S I (1-10) 109 1-10 6,05 (1,93) 

for counseling (10) T S I (1-5) 201 1-5 3,53 (0,77) 

communication 
skills (17) 

intrapersonal 
T S S (1-5) 170 

2,4-5,0 4,19 (0,50) 

intrapersonal 2,5-5,0 4,14 (0,50) 

Te
ac

h.
 

su
pp

or
t in upbringing  (3) P A S (1-5) 244 1-5 4,46 (0,85) 

in parenthood (12) P A S (1-7) 266 1-7 3,84 (1,69) 

In informing (16) P A S (0-4) 216 0-4 3,61 (0,58) 
P-Participants: T-teachers; P-parents; PA- professional associate, S-students: Means: Scale / /Item; Source: ordinal 
number of the study 

As can be seen from the table in the assessment of their competencies for counseling in general and 
specifically for individual areas, preschool teachers are assessed with lower values of the average level 
of competency. It is particularly interesting that preschool teacher-practitioners’ assessments differ in the 
assessment of competencies on the unison variable in the sample of preschool teachers and students-
future preschool teachers in favor of practitioners compared to students. On the other hand, in the 
assessment of inter- and intrapersonal skills, preschool teachers are assessed as more competent. It 
should be noted that, in studies that articulate parental perception, the results show higher values. Thus, 
parents estimate that they receive more useful information from preschool teachers about the child's 
development, needs and interests, and that they receive a high level of support. 

Table 5 shows the statements of different research participants in the qualitative analysis. 
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Table 5. Participants’ statements on preschool teachers’ competencies. 

Participants Research topics 
(Source) Research participants’’ statements 

Pr
es

ch
oo

l t
ea

ch
er

s 

Mental health (2) “… If (s)he does not feel competent ... (s)he should seek help… 
from a professional who might help” (p. 51) 

Preschool teachers’ 
professional ethics in the 
process of counseling 
parents of children with 
developmental difficulties 
(8) 

“We have a big problem because preschool teachers' initial 
education … at the undergraduate level, do not include courses that 
deal with parental counseling… then it happens that the vast 
majority of working preschool teachers are insufficiently educated to 
work with parents” (p. 26) 
“When I first started working after my internship, it was difficult for 
me. I did not feel competent enough, but after a while, ‘m doing it 
with ease” (p. 28) 

Preschool teachers’ 
professional ethics in 
parental counseling 
processes (14) 

“I did not feel competent enough for that situation. He was stronger 
in his attitude than I was, even though I knew he was guilty in every 
way possible” (p. 47) 

Parents  Giftedness (13) 
“I can only evaluate preschool teachers’ work with him positively… 
Given the conditions, I think that these preschool teachers give their 
absolute best” (p. 54) 

Pr
of

es
si

on
al

 
as

so
ci

at
es

 

Collaboration (11) 

“Within preschool teachers’ and professional associates’ formal 
education, courses should be introduced that will enable them for 
quality teamwork and supportive parenting, and, in general, courses 
on cooperation and partnership with parents, professional 
associates’ and preschool teachers’ systematic improvement of 
communication skills through the formal education system” (p. 37). 

Source: ordinal number of the study  

It is observable from the Table that three qualitative studies were conducted on a sample of preschool 
teachers, and one on a sample of parents. The preschool teachers' statement shows insufficient 
competencies for parental counseling, professional, ethical conduct in counseling parents, especially 
parents of children with disabilities, and the need to involve other professionals in situations where 
preschool teachers notice mental health problems in children and in planning prevention procedures. 
From preschool teachers' statements, there is an expressed need for education aimed at parental 
counseling at the level of initial education and continuous professional development and professional 
support. On the other hand, parents assess preschool teachers' work with their potentially gifted 
children as positive, emphasizing that, in the current working conditions, in which preschool teachers 
are giving their best and that their potentially gifted children progress well in preschool education. 
Descriptive statements are in accordance with the results of previously presented quantitative studies. 

3.4 RQ4. Teachers’ perception of the contribution of professional 
development in acquisition of competencies for parental counseling 
support 

Teachers' professional development for parent counseling is an integral part of the overall professional 
development that can be defined as a "process during which teachers establish and maintain the 
highest level of professional expertise that is possible to achieve" [12, p.8]. Table 6 shows the 
frequencies of research representation that examine the contribution of professional development to 
the acquisition of competencies.  
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Table 6. Forms of preschool teachers’ professional development and representation. 

Professional development N (%) M  
Representation in 
research 

Yes 15 (71)  

No 6 (29)  

Forms of 
professional 
development 

Initial education 3 (14)  

Continuous professional development 1 (5) 2.99 

Initial education, continuous professional development, 
and independent learning 

9 (43)  

Initial education and continuous professional development 1 (5)  

Initial education and independent learning 1 (5) 3.67 

Learning from 
colleagues 

Colleague experiences  3.99 

Advice from experienced colleagues  4.04 
N-frequency  

More than two-thirds of the studies examined the contribution of professional development to the 
acquisition of competencies to provide parental counseling support, which clearly articulates the 
educational perception of the importance of professional development in all its forms: pre/in-service 
education and informal learning. In the educational reference framework, professional development is 
an important and current topic, especially on the path to developing and strengthening educational 
competencies for providing counseling support to parents of children in early and preschool education. 
It should be emphasized that studies that focus on parental perception and case studies do not 
include an assessment of the contribution of professional development. 

The analysis of contributions in the context of certain forms of professional development points to the 
fact that almost half of the studies examine the impact of all three forms of preschool teachers’ 
professional development for acquiring competencies to provide parental counseling support (initial 
education, continuous professional development, and independent learning). When the arithmetic 
means of some research findings should that initial education contributes the least and informal 
learning the most to preschool teachers’ competencies. It is necessary to ensure quality processes of 
continuous professional development for preschool teacher to meet needs of parents [e.g.13-16]. 

In order for teachers to acquire the competencies needed for these new roles, Teachers' professional 
development does not take place in a vacuum. It is subject to constant change, and it is crucial to 
obtain as valid and as complete a picture as possible in order to improve its quality and effectiveness 
[e.g.17-19]. Therefore, it is extremely important to engage in a “continuous exploration of educational 
needs, conditions, and opportunities, and curriculum-based planning of teachers’ professional 
development in a changing contemporary educational context” [20: p. 4068]. As expected, the results 
indicate that preschool teachers acquire scarce competencies for parental counseling during initial 
education, and to a greater extent during continuous professional development, primarily through 
independent learning. These competencies have been recognized as essential preschool teacher 
skills in providing parental support. Thus, [11, p. 396] point out that “early preschool education 
institutions are a suitable place where parents can ask questions and seek advice aimed at the 
successful realization of the parental role, and they prefer to turn to preschool teachers.” 

The theoretical model and research indicate the importance of preschool teachers' competencies for 
parental counseling in the context of early and preschool education. Practical experience indicates the 
need for educational professionals' education in applying parenting skills and professional cooperation 
with colleagues and the professional team. Advisory support to preschool teachers in working with 
parents is part of their professional competencies and prescribed by law. In order to provide quality 
support to parents, preschool teachers need to have a high level of professional competency, whereby 
their continuous professional development in providing counseling support to parents is especially 
important. 
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4 CONCLUSIONS 
Starting from the purpose of this systematic research review focused on the relationship between the 
preschool teachers’ perception of their competencies to provide parental counseling support and the 
importance of professional development in the context of early and preschool education, we set our 
research questions. It was found that the studies were published continuously from 2012 to 2019, 
conducted predominantly on a sample of preschool teachers and parents, and are primarily based on 
a quantitative research design. According to the research topics, preschool teachers’ support in 
parenting was mostly researched equally from preschool teachers' and parents' perspectives. Their 
counseling skills, as well as the development of partnerships, were researched on a sample of 
preschool teachers and, in one study, a sample of students. In the analysis of data extracted from the 
reviewed theses, it observable that preschool teachers assess their competencies for parental 
counseling from moderate to high, depending on the field of work, while the students assessed 
themselves lower in terms of their competencies for parental counseling, which is related to the 
findings of professional development. Namely, preschool teachers attribute the acquisition of 
competencies for parental counseling the least to initial education. However, it is during the initial 
education that preschool teachers should be trained to provide parental support through the 
development of counseling skills and other professional skills needed to achieve quality cooperation in 
various forms of professional action in the team. It should be emphasized that it is important to 
establish such conditions and opportunities for the development of preschool teachers’ professional 
competencies that are in line with the requirements of professional action that includes providing 
support to parents as the first preschool teachers of their children.  

In conclusion, research studies conducted within the course are unique in the Republic of Croatia, and 
research findings are of particular importance in early and preschool education. These research 
studies are shaped based on student-preschool teachers' expressed interest in this topic and the 
expressed interest of students who recognize the relevance of this set of competencies in their work 
practice, which is underrepresented in initial and in-service education. For this reason, competencies 
are developed mainly through experiential learning. Based on the conducted systematic research 
review, it is noticeable that, in these areas, more incentives and support should be given to the 
acquisition of the competencies needed to provide quality parental support. This review of the results 
of 21 studies highlights the relevance of this topic from the perspective of various stakeholders in early 
and preschool education: preschool teachers, parents, professional associates, and students. In 
addition, it points to the possibilities for further research on this issue and the particular importance of 
creating initial education and preschool teachers’ continuous professional development in this area. 
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