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Abstract 
The process of early learning and teaching is significantly determined by the different characteristics of 
educators that not only include relevant competences for working with children of early and pre-school 
age but also their attitudes and personality traits. Therefore, this paper aimed to examine the personality 
traits and the subjective theory of future educators and their interdependence. 129 students from the 
Faculty of Teacher Education in Rijeka enrolled in the undergraduate study of Early and Pre-School 
Education participated in the study. The Big Five Inventory was applied to measure the personality traits, 
while the Educators’ Subjective Theory Questionnaire and the Questionnaire of Attitudes toward 
Different Life Areas were used to examine the attitudes. The expected elevated values of extraversion, 
conscientiousness, agreeableness, and openness to experience and the significantly reduced levels of 
neuroticism were determined. Also, there was a significant positive correlation between age growth and 
choice of more liberal attitudes about childhood and child-rearing. Additionally, a significant correlation 
was established between all personality traits and attitudes toward different life areas. In conclusion, the 
findings are discussed within the framework of reliable indicators of various implicit pedagogies in the 
work of future educators with early and pre-school children and the guidelines on the modification of 
relevant study programs. 
Keywords: future early childhood educators, professional identity, personality traits, subjective theories. 

1 INTRODUCTION 
The simple definition of professional identity, which has the highest consensus among scholars in 
various fields and is most widely used in the scientific literature, refers to “… how an individual who is a 
member of a particular profession defines himself/herself” ([1], p. 900). This broad definition of 
professional identity is in line with the contemporary Neo-Socio-Analytic Model of Personality ([2]). The 
Model integrates personality traits, motives, abilities, descriptions and social rules with respect to 
personality development and the different contexts in which that personality is located starting from the 
three basic elements of human personality (identity or how we see ourselves; status or how others see 
us; these roles in interaction or the ways in which we interact with others in a social context ([3]). This 
shows the complexity of the professional identity of the educator, who finds his contemporary discourses 
in various studies of the value system, personal qualities, ideology, relationships, attitudes, statuses, 
professional development, and qualifications of the educator ([4]). 

With regards to the process of early and pre-school education, a great deal of research has shown that 
a child is influenced not only by the professional competences of the educator but also by his or her 
overall behaviour and personality ([5], [6], [7]). The educator not only communicates with the children in 
the group through his or her verbal and non-verbal communication, but also indirectly by designing the 
education atmosphere, organizing the space, offering materials for activities, conveying the rules of 
behaviour at the pre-school, the amount of freedom he or she gives to children when deciding on what 
and how they will work, i.e., their overall educational activities. It can be said that the educator’s 
personality characteristics present the significant factors of the hidden curriculum as well as implicit 
learning, which is why personality traits are significant for the teaching profession ([8]). 

In addition to personality traits, research often questions the different attitudes of educators, which also 
strongly determine the “colour” of the educator’s professionalism. The educator’s perception of the child 
is determined by the system of values and attitudes that the educator possesses, the method of 
evaluating the concepts and subjective theories about the role of the educator, pre-school, and child in 
the educational process as well as how the child learns. Although contemporary scientific and 
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professional knowledge builds on the pre-existing characteristics of educators during initial education, 
attitudes developed in childhood dominate the attitudes developed during the three years of their 
undergraduate education. As such, they are vital, because they shape the educator’s instructional 
practices in every sense of the word and reflect on the entire educational work. Therefore, the educator’s 
behaviour significantly influences the creation of a climate within the educational group on which the 
quality of the child’s life at the pre-school institution depends ([4]). 

1.1 Personality Traits and the Students’ and Educators’ Subjective Theories  
Most often, personality is labelled as an individual’s consistent way of behaving and acting ([9]). More 
specifically, personality is "… a set of psychic traits and mechanisms within an individual that is 
organized and relatively permanent and affects the interactions and adaptations of the individual to the 
intrapsychic, physical, and social environment” ([10], p. 4). Within the framework of the integration model 
for understanding the whole human personality, McAdams and Pals ([11]), highlight dispositional 
personality traits, among other elements, that are most commonly studied today in personality 
psychology based on the Five-Factor Personality Model ([12]). The Model is derived primarily from 
research into the descriptions of personalities that people use in everyday language. These terms are 
usually adjectives or nouns and verbs that have adjectival characteristics ([13], [14]). Accordingly, 
personality can be described by five mutually independent personality factors commonly referred to in 
the literature as extraversion, agreeableness, conscientiousness, neuroticism (emotional stability), and 
openness to experiences (culture, intellect) ([15]). All five dimensions of the Five-Factor Model are 
composed of multiple lower-order components that represent the basic characteristics of an individual 
([16]). 

Most of the research examining personality traits of future educators and practitioners has shown that 
the traits in the field of extraversion, agreeableness, conscientiousness, and openness to new 
experiences are highly pronounced (both within the five-point assessment scale itself and in relation to 
other groups of professionals), while the characteristics of neuroticism are significantly reduced ([5], [6], 
[7]). These findings are in line with the expected professional role and identity of the educator as open 
to communication, approachable and flexible in new situations, positive in mood, emotionally stable and 
accessible, and conscientious and comfortable both in working with children and in partnership with 
parents. A domestic survey of personality traits of future educators ([17]), conducted on a sample of 64 
undergraduate female students of Early and Pre-school Education at the Faculty of Teacher Education, 
University of Rijeka, showed that the students self-assessed themselves as partially extraverted, 
agreeable, conscientious, and open to experience, while they assessed neuroticism only moderately. 
Future educators achieved the highest values in the dimensions of openness to experience and 
agreeableness, followed by conscientiousness, extraversion, and ultimately neuroticism, as had been 
expected. Also, very similar results were found in a study conducted on the sample of future educators 
comprising 128 undergraduate students of Early and Pre-school Education at the Faculty of Teacher 
Education in Rijeka. Application of the same standardized Five-Factor Personality Inventory found the 
highest values in the area of agreeableness, conscientiousness, extraversion, openness to experience, 
and, finally, neuroticism. 

Attitude is an adopted system of positive or negative assessment, feeling, and responding to objects, 
persons, or phenomena composed of a cognitive, emotional, and conative component. The cognitive 
component refers to the belief about the object of the attitude, affective to the evaluation of the object of 
the attitude, and conative to the action toward the object of the attitude ([18], [19]). Regardless of the 
personality traits and chronological age, attitudes have a strong emotional relationship between the 
object and the person ([20]). It is the fundamental idea and foundation of understanding and explaining 
human behaviour and is primarily acquired through social learning. Educators’ attitudes toward 
childhood and child-rearing imply their value system about the child’s nature, about the child’s needs 
and opportunities, about the factors of their development, about the goals of child-rearing, and 
appropriate and possible child-rearing procedures ([21]). 

In addition to the education of early childhood educators, the achievement of the goals of care and 
education is greatly influenced by the educator's personal, i.e. subjective theories about the child-rearing 
and learning of early and pre-school aged children. Subjective or personal theories are personal ideas 
that people have about a phenomenon; these are often emotionally and value-based, sometimes not 
completely clear and logical, but they help people explain the world around them and find their role in it 
([22]). In literature, in the field of early and pre-school education, the concept of implicit theories and 
implicit pedagogy is commonly used as a synonym for subjective theories ([23]). Miljak ([24]) states that 
implicit pedagogy includes the educator’s expectations and assumptions about children’s learning and 
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development opportunities, and these have a significant impact on children’s learning, development, 
child-rearing, and education. Pešić ([25]) interprets implicit pedagogy as the sum of personal views and 
theories about child-rearing, the system of values, knowledge, and beliefs about the nature and 
development of the child. The educator’s subjective theories include their implicit and explicit attitudes 
and values, which are reflected in their relationship with children. They are also a product of the socio-
cultural-historical context in which educators live and work, as well as their personal history, life, and 
professional experience and acquired skills ([22]). Through his or her behaviour, the educator influences 
the creation of a positive or negative climate within his or her educational group, on which the quality of 
a child’s life at the pre-school institution depends ([26]). 

Some of the research conducted on the relationship between personality traits and attitudes ([27], [28])  
found a significant link between openness to experience and the dimensions of authoritarianism and 
conservatism, and a certain but significantly lesser role of agreeableness and conscientiousness in 
shaping social attitudes. McCrae ([27]) who was most concerned with the construct of openness, noted 
that open individuals show a preference for liberal and advanced political views. With openness to 
experience, the other two fundamental dimensions of the Five-Factor Model, conscientiousness and 
agreeableness, play a significant role in adopting social attitudes and ideologies. Research indicates a 
link between conscientiousness and conservatism, as well as agreeableness and attitudes that promote 
social well-being, technological progress, and environmental protection ([28]). A Slovenian survey ([29]) 
comprising a sample of 1,262 participants between the ages of 16 and 29 years, which aimed to analyse 
attitudes toward different areas of life, showed that young people on average agree with all claims about 
life areas except the variables of cooperation and career advancements that show a high degree of 
agreeableness. 

A study of subjective theories of 194 future educators with regards to the childhood, child, and curricular 
principles and objectives was conducted at the Faculty of Education in Ljubljana ([30]). Survey results 
show that more than three quarters of educators advocate for an active role of the child in the 
socialization process because they believe that a child should be included in questions that are important 
for him/her (76.5%) and adopt the social and other skills required for active inclusion in society (81.5%). 
Considering the priority functions of the pre-school, the results show that, according to Slovenian 
educators, autonomous functions of the pre-school (care and education, social learning, playing with 
peers, fun, the autonomy of learning) are more important than heteronomous functions (preparation for 
school, replacement of family deficits). Less than a third (30.4%) of Slovenian educators advocate the 
promotion of competition as a preparation for life in a competitive society, while more than a third (39.1%) 
consider competition a lesson learned through socialization. 

2 RESEARCH AIM, PROBLEMS, AND HYPOTHESES  
Bearing in mind the relevance of the variables described above in the work of educators, the main aim 
of this paper was to examine the personality traits and attitudes of future early childhood educators 
toward childhood and child-rearing, and to analyse the relationship between them. The findings will 
provide insight into various subjective student theories that will provide individual answers, explanations, 
and suggestions for further implications for working with early and pre-school children, as well as discuss 
possible guidelines for changing relevant study programs. To this end, the following research tasks were 
set: a) to examine the personality traits of future educators; b) to examine the attitudes of future 
educators toward childhood and child-rearing; and c) to examine the relationship between personality 
traits and attitudes toward childhood and child-rearing in future early childhood educators.  

Taking into account the theoretical models of personality traits and findings from previous research, it 
was assumed the findings would reveal a) elevated levels of all personality traits (extraversion, 
agreeableness, conscientiousness, and openness to experience) with the exception of neuroticism; b) 
heterogeneous but more liberal attitudes toward childhood and child-rearing; and c) a significant 
correlation between more liberal attitudes toward childhood and child-rearing and openness and 
extraversion. 

3 METHODOLOGY 

3.1 Participants 
The study was conducted on a non-random sample of N = 129 participants (all female) from four 
generations of students (first generation = 28; second generation = 29, third generation = 33, and fourth 
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generation = 39) of Early and Pre-School Education at the Faculty of Teacher Education in Rijeka, 
Croatia. The average age of the students was M = 20.16 years (SD = 1.45), ranging from 18 to 26 years. 

3.2 Measures and Procedure 
A total of three measuring instruments with satisfactory confidence levels were used in this research. 
All scales contained items used by the participants to self-assess themselves using a five-point Likert-
type response scale (ranging from 1 – I fully disagree to 5 – I strongly agree). 

Personality traits were measured with the Big Five Inventory (BFI; [16]), which was adapted into the 
Croatian language ([31]). The questionnaire consists of 44 items measuring five dimensions of 
personality: extraversion, neuroticism, agreeableness, conscientiousness, and openness to experience. 

Attitudes toward different areas of life were measured with the Questionnaire of Attitudes toward 
Different Life Areas ([29]), which consists of 12 items (e.g., I feel good when I work with others). 

Attitudes about the child and childhood, i.e., the subjective theories of future educators, were examined 
with the Educators’ Subjective Theories Questionnaire ([22]). The questionnaire consists of 10 
dichotomous items in which the participant in each item chooses one of the two statements with which 
he or she agrees more. 

The research was conducted during the summer and winter semesters at the transition from the 
2016/2017 to the 2017/2018 academic year as part of lectures at the Faculty of Teacher Education in 
Rijeka. In collaboration with course professors, each generation completed the scales during the last 10 
– 15 minutes of the lecture. Participation in the survey was entirely voluntary and anonymous, and the 
data collected were confidential and processed only at the group level. The computer program SPSS 
20 was used to process the research data. Descriptive and correlation analyses of data were applied to 
answer the research problem. 

 
Figure 1. Arithmetic means of self-assessed personality traits of future early childhood educators 

4 RESULTS AND DISCUSSION 
The descriptive analysis confirmed the assumption of slightly elevated values of all personality traits 
except neuroticism, as seen in Figure 1. Compared to previous research ([32], [17]), the consistency of 
the established findings is evident, which had been expected. The open, agreeable, conscientious, 
emotionally stable, calm, and warm personality of the early childhood educator is an integral part of the 

M

0

2

4

Ex
tra

ve
rsi

on

Neurotic
ism

Consci
en

tio
usn

ess

Agre
eab

leness

Open
ness

 to
 new

 ex
perie

nce
s

3,54
2,85

3,43 3,3 3,57

Personality traits

2237



expected characteristics within their professional identity, which the educators themselves consider 
important ([33]). 

Figure 2 shows the mean values of the estimated attitudes toward life areas, and the future early 
childhood educators showed the greatest agreement with the statement: I wish to advance and build 
my career. An insight into the data shows that the elevated values are determined in the following 
items: I enjoy being noticed and respected; I am glad to be special and different from others; I feel 
good when I work with others; I am sure I have many virtues. Conversely, the lowest values are 
established in competitive attitudes: In life, I do not wish to stand out in any way; I like to compete 
with others; There is no successful society without competition (female students showed the least 
agreement with this statement). There is a noticeable difference between these findings and the 
research on the Slovenian youth ([29]) since the Slovenian youth showed mostly neutral attitudes, 
which do not show more significant elevations or reductions. The results of this research indicate that 
future educators show high assessments in the field of ambition and cooperation, and much lower in 
the area of competitiveness. 

 
Figure 2. Arithmetic means of self-assessed attitudes toward the life areas of future educators 
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Table 1. Frequencies and percentages of attitudes toward childhood and child-rearing 

CATEGORY ITEMS f % 

Childhood in the 
past 

Childhood in the past was in many ways happier than it is today. 53 41.10 
Childhood history is mostly a history of suffering, in which children had 
no rights. 76 58.90 

Childhood today 
Today, children have too many rights and almost no duties. 49 38.00 
Pre-schoolers have many responsibilities, which is why it is important 
for adults to respect and take into account their rights and needs. 79 61.20 

Role of adults 

Adults are required to care for children and to be fully responsible for 
their upbringing. 17 13.20 

In addition to caring for children, adults should allow them to participate 
in things that are important to them. 112 86.80 

Topics in pre-
school care and 
education 

Pre-schoolers are curious, inquisitive, and creative. We can talk to 
them about any topic or content, and we can do a lot if we educate 
them in an appropriate way. 

89 69.00 

In education, we must consider what the child already understands and 
what he does not. The role of adults is to evaluate what facilities are 
appropriate for pre-school aged children. 

40 31.00 

Socialization 

A child should acquire the norms, rules, and limitations of the society in 
which he lives in the socialization process. 11 8.50 

In the process of socialization, a child should acquire the social and 
other skills he needs to become actively involved in society. 118 91.50 

Spoiled behavior 

Infants always cry because they need something: to communicate 
rather than manipulate. The parents should respond to their every cry 
and try to satisfy their needs, that is, to comfort them. 

93 72.10 

Infants often cry because they are used to being put on their parents’ 
lap. In such situations, parents should let the child cry, to avoid spoiling 
him. 

36 27.90 

A pre-schooler is 
crying because his 
parents do not 
want to buy him a 
toy. How do you 
understand his 
behavior? 

A child uses crying as blackmail because he thinks he will get what he 
wants. 75 58.10 

The crying of a child is an expression of sadness, perhaps anger that 
he cannot get what he wants. 54 41.90 

Tidiness 

If, in the early years, we require that the child regularly cleans after 
himself, he will later become a tidy person. 113 87.60 

Tidiness is generally an inherent characteristic of personality, which 
with education cannot be substantially changed. 15 11.60 

Competitiveness 

As early as pre-school age, it is necessary to introduce competition, 
because this is how we prepare our children for life in a competitive 
society. 

6 4.70 

Pre-schoolers are happy to stand out and compete with others, so I do 
not think adults should encourage competition but co-operation 
between children. 

123 95.30 

Role of the pre-
school as opposed 
to school 

Before leaving for school, pre-schools should introduce practices that 
are implemented at school so that children do not later have difficulty 
transitioning. 

42 32.60 

The role of the pre-school is to provide quality care and education and 
to take advantage of the benefits of pre-school age, rather than 
preparation for school and the future. 

86 66.70 

Table 1 shows the frequencies and percentages determined on individual dichotomous attitudes with 
respect to the 10 domains of childhood and child-rearing, whereby the dominance of more liberal 
attitudes toward childhood and child-rearing is generally observed. For example, 61.20% of future 
educators choose a more liberal attitude in the Childhood today category (Pre-schoolers have many 
responsibilities, which is why it is important for adults to respect and take into account their rights and 
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needs) compared to the traditional attitude chosen by 38% of educators (Today, children have too many 
rights and almost no duties). Liberal outlooks are also reflected in the greater choice of the following 
statements: In addition to caring for children, adults should allow them to participate in things that are 
important to them (86.80%) in the Role of adults category; in the Topics in pre-school care and education 
category, 69% of the participants opted for a more liberal attitude (Pre-schoolers are curious, inquisitive, 
and creative. We can talk to them about any topic or content, and we can do a lot if we educate them in 
an appropriate way). This is also true in the Socialization category, where as many as 91.50% of the 
participants took a liberal stance (A child should accept the norms, rules, and limitations of the society 
in which he lives in the socialization process). Considering the Role of the pre-school, 66.70% of the 
participants also opted for a more liberal attitude (The role of the pre-school is to provide quality care 
and education and to take advantage of the benefits of pre-school age, rather than preparation for school 
and the future). The category that recorded the highest percentage of liberal attitudes on childhood and 
child-rearing, which can be said to be in line with the new paradigm on early and pre-school education 
and the National Curriculum for Early and Pre-school Education ([34]), is the Competition category in 
which 95.30% of the participants agree that pre-school children are happy to stand out and compete 
with others; therefore, adults should not encourage competition but cooperation among children. 
Interestingly, the findings are consistent with the findings of the research at the Faculty of Education in 
Ljubljana ([30]). Although it can be concluded that future educators share liberal views about childhood 
and child-rearing, other less liberal views are noticeable, and it is, therefore, important to reflect on the 
importance of the impact of study programs on them. 

4.1 Relationship between Future Educators’ Personality Traits and Attitudes 
toward Childhood and Child-Rearing of Children and Attitudes toward Life 
Areas 

Table 2 shows Spearman's correlation coefficients with levels of significance, and it is evident that no 
significant correlation was found between personality traits and attitudes toward child-rearing and 
childhood.  

Table 2. Relationship between age, personality traits, attitudes toward different areas of life, 
 and attitudes of future educators toward childhood and child-rearing 

Age/Personality traits 
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Attitudes toward life areas .026 .387** .438** .493** .224* .383** 1,00 
Childhood in the past .124 -.028 -.031 .009 .094 .012 -.042 
Childhood today .161 .053 -.076 .076 .117 .087 .041 
Role of adults .163 -.092 .042 -.035 -.153 -.092 .021 
Topics in pre-school care and education -.234** -.013 .033 -.051 .004 .053 -.011 
Socialization .138 -.027 -.151 -.071 .078 .025 -.012 
Spoiled behaviour -.118 -.053 .075 -.008 -.103 .062 -.081 
A pre-schooler is crying because his 
parents do not want to buy him a toy. 
How do you understand his behaviour? 

.307** .142 -.040 .108 .030 -.054 -.001 

Tidiness .040 .028 .057 .072 -.025 .044 .088 
Competitiveness .163 .000 -.166 -.157 -.094 -.113 -.190* 
Role of the pre-school as opposed to 
school .298** -.030 .043 .153 -.019 .102 .061 

*p<0.05     **p<0.01 

In contrast, significant positive correlations were found between all personality traits and attitudes toward 
life areas and age. The highest significant correlation was found between attitudes toward life areas and 
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conscientiousness, and the lowest was related to openness to experience. An interesting finding is the 
significant correlation of these attitudes with neuroticism, which can be explained by the fact that the 
attitudes are very different and are viewed as the overall average score on the whole scale. Also, it is 
important to note that older female students were significantly more likely to choose more liberal 
attitudes in the following domains: topics in pre-school care and education, situations when a child is 
crying, and the role of pre-schools. The result could be attributed to the acquisition of new knowledge, 
skills, and competencies that students develop by attending the study program, bearing in mind that the 
study program promotes a liberal view of the child, childhood, and child-rearing. In future research, it 
would certainly be advisable to conduct separate analyses of individual attitudes with personality traits, 
which would render the distinction between attitudes and personality traits clearer. In any case, due to 
the lack of similar research in our country, the contribution of this work is that the findings can serve as 
a solid basis for the creation of future research, possible improvement of pre-school educational 
practice, and relevant study programs. 

5 CONCLUSION 
The contribution of this paper lies in the fact that there is no research on the relationship between 
subjective theories and personality traits of educators in our country, which provides a solid foundation 
for reflection on future research as well as improvements of the practice and teaching programs. 
Considering that the aim of the paper is the analysis of personality traits, attitudes toward life areas, and 
attitudes toward child-rearing and childhood and their interrelationship, it was determined that all 
personality traits in future educators are elevated except for neuroticism. Attitudes toward life areas are 
dominated by attitudes of ambition and cooperation in relation to under-represented positions in the area 
of competitiveness. In addition, as had been expected, the more liberal attitudes toward childhood and 
child-rearing were significantly more pronounced. 

The possible reasons behind the future educators’ more liberal attitudes are certainly the objectives of 
the Early and Pre-school Education study program, which entails introducing students to the new 
paradigm of education that has been formally articulated in the National Curriculum for Early and Pre-
school Education and Care and which promotes, among other things, liberal attitudes toward education 
([34]). Considering some of the limitations of this research, which are mainly related to the characteristics 
of the sample (relatively small and non-random) and the characteristics of measuring individual attitudes, 
it would be useful to carry out similar research on a significantly larger, random sample. Furthermore, it 
would be interesting to analyse the results determined in future teachers and educators, thereby 
analysing the separate relationship of individual attitudes with personality traits, rather than at the level 
of the overall result, as was the case in this research. Finally, it would be extremely interesting to conduct 
a longitudinal survey with one generation of students whose attitudes about personality traits would be 
measured during each year of their studies, which would provide a better insight into the dynamics and 
changes that may occur. 
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