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Abstract 
Quality of the early childhood education and care system can be described by using a competent 
system [1]. The European Commission [2] recognized that pre-service training systems, as part of a 
competent system, have a challenging task of both ensuring high levels of quality and professionalism 
while searching for quality and its own transformation. Therefore, they should not only act as a 
treasury of decontextualized knowledge, but rather critically reflect on it in order to contextualize and 
co-construct new meanings and realities. 

Pre-service training systems should be platforms for pedagogical experimentation and democracy, 
encounter and meaningful interaction [3]. In terms of bridging the gap [4], pre-service students need 
to interact with the early childhood education and care (ECEC) system and children and reflect on 
those experiences in dialectic activity with mentors both at university and in-service levels [5]. This 
complex interaction allows all of the stakeholders to discover what is already known but also new 
possibilities and alternatives. 

Grounding it in a competent system theoretical framework, this paper gives an overview of a Croatian 
university pre-service ECEC training (BA), with emphasis on the new conditions caused by COVID-
19 outbreak. It presents a case study of a university compulsory course of the Integrated ECEC 
curriculum whose practicum had to be carried out in a virtual environment for university ECEC 
teachers, while pre-service students were engaged in pedagogical work in kindergarten. Being unable 
to directly participate, the university ECEC teachers had to rely on on-line communication on the 
pedagogical documentation made by pre-service students. It provided the knowledge, practices and 
values [1] through the reflective process of “asking critical questions and creating understandings 
across differences, rather than producing evidence to direct practice” [6, p.135]. 

This case study shows how unpredictable situations and contexts can bring round overly neglected 
aspects of pre-service ECEC training as well as denounce its current weaknesses in the context of 
quality and professionalization. 
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1 INTRODUCTION 
The pandemic caused by the COVID-19 virus deeply impacted all spheres of society. Educational 
system was and still is no exception to that and the continuous struggle for educational stability in 
these demanding times is still very much present. During the most challenging times of overall 
lockdowns, greater focus of educational policy, research and innovative on-line practices has been 
placed on the compulsory school system [7]. Even though the early childhood education and care 
system was by far the most neglected part of the educational system in the Republic of Croatia during 
lockdown [8], research and innovative on-line practices were also recognized [9]. All of those 
educational systems were in the end recognized as an integral part of the society and they needed to 
be supported. In terms of higher education (university education) it seemed that due to the population 
that works and studies at the universities, they would easily withstand the challenges of on-line 
teaching. However, it remains unclear how this form of teaching will affect the future work in different 
professions (given the diversity of scientific fields). Studies in the field of social sciences, such as the 
study of early childhood education and care pedagogy, remained largely deprived of the practical part 
of the HE study - they were able to go to kindergartens, but in changed circumstances and at a 
reduced hourly rate. The question still remains today: did those students obtain the necessary 
competencies for their future work? According to Moss and Urban [3], pre-service training systems 
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should be platforms for pedagogical experimentation and democracy, encounter and meaningful 
interaction [3]. In terms of bridging the gap [4], pre-service students need to interact with the early 
childhood education and care (ECEC) system (children) and they need to reflect on those experiences 
in dialectic activity with mentors both at university and in-service levels [5]. This complex interaction 
allows all of the stakeholders to discover what is already known but also new possibilities and 
alternatives. The system of early childhood education and care and HE system were always engaged 
in some form of communication and cooperation [10]. However, when the pandemic started, they both 
excluded each other's involvement due to the epidemiological demands [11]. The impact to the values 
of pedagogical experimentation and democracy, encounter and meaningful interaction [3] was 
sensed. In order to overcome this impact, a different form of e-learning and e-practicum had to be 
developed in order to assure necessary competencies of pre-service ECEC educators. This case 
study shows how unpredictable situations and contexts can bring round overly neglected aspects of 
pre-service ECEC training as well as denounce its current weaknesses in the context of quality and 
professionalization. 

1.1 Competent systems 
The quality of early childhood education and care system can be defined by using the concept of a 
competent systems [1].  Urban et al. [1] tried to define competent systems as broadly as possible so it can 
reflect the context diversity. They have framed the competent systems approach “to understanding 
competence with a holistic understanding of early childhood education and care – as education in the 
broadest sense (cf. section 5.2, ECEC). Such an understanding inevitably leads to a broad and holistic 
understanding of competence and competence requirements for working in this field.” [1, p.32]. They also 
identified four dimensions in which the competences unfolds through every layer of the ECEC system: 
individual level, institutional and team level, inter-institutional level and the level of governance [1]. More 
clearly, “The competent system refers to the interactions between various levels of responsibility: individual 
(initial training, continuing professional development), institutional (time for teamwork and in-service 
training, accompaniment), inter-institutional (peer groups, training for staff managers or practitioners of 
new childcare services, professional networks, close collaborations between childcare services and 
research agencies) and finally political (curriculum, public funds and regulation governing continuing 
professional development and work conditions). In their daily practice, accompaniers carry out a major role 
in a competent system, along with other actors who share competencies at different levels inscribed in an 
adequate public policy.” [5, p.415] 

The European Commission [2] stated that initial education, as one of the parts of a competent system, 
has the difficult task of ensuring a high level of quality and professionalization, while at the same time 
improving and seeking new transformations of the system itself. What should be emphasized is that 
the university education system as part of a competent system should not serve as a repository of 
decontextualized knowledge, but platforms for critical thinking and reconstruction and co-construction 
of new knowledge and realities. It cannot do so isolated from other parts of the system. It is further 
supported by Urban et al. [1, p.21] : “A key feature of a ‘competent system’ is its support for individuals 
to realize their capability to develop responsible and responsive practices that respond to the needs 
of children and families in ever-changing societal contexts.”. To bring those values to life, we need 
complex interaction with the system of early and preschool education, i.e. pre-service and in-service 
practitioners and children, so that they can reflect on their experiences and think critically about them. 

1.2 Developing pre-service ECEC student competencies for continuous 
professional learning through pedagogical documentation 

Pedagogical documentation is an essential tool for every ECEC practitioner working with children. In 
order to use pedagogical documentation, ECEC educators need to understand both the theoretical 
aspect of pedagogical documentation as well as the practical one. The inseparability of those aspects 
is what makes pedagogical documentation meaningful for all stakeholders and for the educational 
process. In defining pedagogical documentation, the authors use the current Croatian National 
Curriculum for Early and Preschool Childhood Education and Care [12] which states that pedagogical 
documentation is a “systematic collection of documentation (ethnographic records), which allows 
observation and better understanding of the child's actions, and thus providing better support for his 
development. It contributes to creating a culture of inclusion and dialogue between all participants in 
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the kindergarten. (…) Documentation is in itself a research process that develops in parallel with the 
development of factors that undertake documentation, so its purposes and forms are stated only in 
outline.” [12, p. 45]. Oliveria-Formosinho & de Sousa [13] point out that pedagogical documentation 
cannot be learned to 'do' without understanding the process being documented so pre-service ECEC 
students need more than the definition to understand the process. Oliveria-Formosinho & de Sousa 
[13] again state that pedagogical documentation is a multidimensional narrative that speaks of the 
whole child and its development and of the child's learning process as a multidimensional, holistic and 
deeply contextualized process. This approach to understanding the pedagogical documentation is 
very challenging for pre-service ECEC students if there is no support or mentoring of the learning 
process during practicum. It is pointed out that „Investing in a system of pedagogical coordination is 
in line with the need of focusing not just on the individual competences of practitioners, but on creating 
a competent system.” [14, p.62-63]. 

To assure that future ECEC educators are competent in pedagogical documentation, the authors of 
this paper support Urban and al.[1] and state that practicum must be accompanied by several 
important elements: time outside of direct work with children so students can describe, interpret and 
reflect on their lived experience; pedagogical coordination (or guidance) of student’s critical and 
reflective process (which is often filled with insecurity due to unpredictability of the educational 
process) in order to create safe environments with a sense of structure; and initial education and 
lifelong learning in order to create a support network based on the same pedagogical foundations for 
creating a competent system. To do so, pre-service ECEC students at the Faculty of Education 
(University of Osijek) are offered several courses of Integrated preschool curriculum which combine 
both the theoretical approach as well as practical approach (practicum in direct work in kindergarten). 
These courses offer theoretical and practical knowledge of early childhood education and care with 
an emphasis on creating an integrated curriculum. They draw their foundation from contemporary 
theories of early childhood education and care pedagogy. Course content consists of different 
curriculum theories and approaches with emphasis on integrated curriculum and project based 
learning, pedagogical documentation, implicit pedagogies, material, spatial and social environment of 
kindergarten, and the professional development of pre-service and in-service ECEC educators. The 
practicum takes place in kindergarten where ECEC students work in direct contact with children, 
university teachers and in-service ECEC educators. The main aim of practicum is to lead students 
through the process of pedagogical documentation of the educational process with an emphasis on 
understanding children's meaning making and creating an environment rich in potential for children’s 
learning. Practicum offers time, pedagogical guidance and conditions for nurturing lifelong learning. It 
is not about assessment of students or children, but rather about co-constructing joint understanding 
of the educational process that is taking place. During COVID-19 outbreak these elements were 
disrupted and a new approach had to be developed.  

2 METHODOLOGY 
Grounding it in a competent system theoretical framework, this paper gave an overview of a Croatian 
university pre-service ECEC training (level of BA), with emphasis on the new conditions caused by 
COVID-19 outbreak. It presents a case study of a university compulsory course of Integrated ECEC 
curriculum whose practicum had to be carried out in a virtual environment for university ECEC 
mentors, while pre-service students were engaged in pedagogical work in kindergarten. Being unable 
to directly participate, the university ECEC teachers had to rely on on-line communication and 
reflective diaries made by pre-service students. It was challenging both for students and for university 
teachers since there was no direct support at the scene (in kindergartens), but only interpretations 
provided by students, and reflections that were done jointly. Nevertheless, it did provide the 
knowledge, practices and values [1] through the reflective process of “asking critical questions and 
creating understandings across differences, rather than producing evidence to direct practice” [6, 
p135]. This was also the basis for the research question - what new knowledge, practices and values 
emerged through this on-line reflective process? 

The data were collected during the praxis in the summer semester of academic year 2020/2021 when 
the epidemiological restrictions were in force allowing only one student per kindergarten group for 
only 3 hours per day for the total of one week (which was a decrease of around 80% of hours usually 
spent in kindergarten in praxis and practicum). An on-line platform was used where pre-service ECEC 
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students (n=70) were uploading their reflective diaries upon finishing their praxis and practicum. 
Diaries contained the description of the context of the kindergarten, observed activities of children, 
interpretations of those activities, reflection, planned actions to support observed interests of children 
and their activities, and ethnographic data following children interacting with those planned actions 
(invitations, provocations). Working with children in early years’ practicum and doing pedagogical 
documentation created opportunities for pre-service ECEC students to re-think their existing beliefs 
about children's ways of thinking and learning [15]. By asking questions and engaging in critical 
dialogue, the university teacher had the task of supporting the student in transforming those 
ethnographic data to pedagogical documentation (analysis, interpretation, reflection). This study 
presents the result of the interaction between the student and the university mentor on an on-line 
platform.  

The method used for this qualitative methodology was exploratory content analysis. The code frame 
that was used to analyses the interaction in diaries was focused on the research question (knowledge, 
practices and values) and the university outcomes for this specific courses of Integrated preschool 
curriculum - contemporary theoretical and practical knowledge of pedagogical documentation (different 
forms and purpose of ethnographic data, its quality), contemporary theoretical and practical knowledge  
of spatial, material and social surroundings and their interaction (what were the planned invitations or 
provocations, why and how were those invitations and provocations offered, why and how did they 
interacted with children, what, why and how did they planned further), contemporary theoretical and 
practical knowledge of open curriculum (what, why and how do they plan their curriculum, how do they 
assure the co-involvement of the child in the process of creating curriculum, why and how do they realize 
and evaluate their curriculum, what values and principles are recognizable in the curriculum) and of the 
process of children learning and meaning making (making theory visible in practice and vice versa).  

3 RESULTS 
New knowledge, practices and values that emerged after re-reading and analyzing the communication 
within the pedagogical documentation were the perspective of a child, quality of ethnographic data, 
quality of student interventions, curriculum planning and a need for creating a community of learners. 

The perspective of a child was the first element of inquiry that emerged when re-reading students' 
reflective diaries. University teacher was able to communicate in depth with students about the 
students' ethnographic data and to co-construct their image of a child. It allowed for the student to 
make his image of a child visible to him and to the university teacher. This awareness of implicit 
pedagogy and the image of a child is valued in terms of professional development. A child is seen as 
a competent, active, authentic, curious and intrinsically motivated learner that learns in and through 
quality interactions with its surroundings (Fig. 1 and Fig. 2).  

 
Figure 1. and 2. Children seen as competent, active, authentic, curious and intrinsically motivated learners 

engaged in purposeful interactions (part of student’s reflective diary) 

The quality of ethnographic data (sharpness of the record, focus of the record, angle of the record, 
different forms of ethnographic data, different purpose of the ethnographic data, perspective of a child) 
was analyzed in more depth. It allowed for students to further develop their skill of collecting 
ethnographic data and intertwining it with the understanding of the process (Fig. 3, Fig. 4, Fig. 5). 
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Figure 3. and 4. Students observation and interpretation of the child’s interests and different forms of expression 

seen through photographs and child’s narrative as ethnographic data (part of student’s reflective diary) 

 
Figure 5. Students observation and interpretation of the child’s interests seen through photographs and 

child’s narrative as ethnographic data and a dialogue with university teacher on the purposefulness 
 of the data (part of student’s reflective diary) 

The quality of student interventions was also analyzed (Fig 6). By using a comment box on different 
ethnographic data, a purposeful dialogue would develop and students could develop the awareness of 
the purposefulness of the intervention from different perspectives. In Fig 6 a student made a photo 
documentation and a transcript of the conversation which was further used to critically reflect on those 
interactions and interventions. It was recognized as a good student intervention because firstly the 
student chose from her collection of data a good example of her intervention, and at the same time it 
showed that the student was aware of her actions in interaction with children. 
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Boy 1 is suggesting 
how to start 

 
Boy 1: "This is going to be our construction and 
we're going to glue it here and there (pointing to six 
long slats) 
Boy 2: "Hmm. I don't know how to proceed." 
Me(student): "Can you explain to me how you 
planned to make a time machine, what it will 
have?" 
Boy 1: "Now we've made a construction, the floor 
will go up, we need…" 
Boy 3: "We need gas, brakes, steering wheel ..." 
Boy 5: "Don't forget the clock! I'll draw it!" 
Me(student): "And will you stand in it when you 
travel or would you rather sit?" 
Boy 1: "Well, we miss the chair! That's why we didn't 
know what to do next! Now it's good." 

 

The beginning of 
building 

 

 

Gas, brake, steering 
wheel 

Figure 6.  The example of photographs and student-child interaction narrative as ethnographic data  
(part of student’s reflective diary) 

A need for creating a community of learners was seen through dialogue on connecting theory and 
practice. Fig. 7 shows how a university teacher is initiating reflection on prior knowledge of metacognitive 
abilities and the learning process, and the student is positioning it in relation to his practicum experience 
and his and the children's actions. 

 
Figure 7. Student reflecting on his knowledge of metacognitive abilities, his practicum experience and 

children’s actions (part of student’s reflective diary) 
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Fig. 8 shows how the student is already using her ethnographic data purposefully to reflect on what the 
children know and what she knows about their experiences and learning process.  

 
The children notice that the water does not pass through the 
aluminium foil because the foil is "hard", but that it passes through 
the medical gauze, which gradually became their favorite 
material, because water passes through it the fastest. The 
ordinary material was not so interesting to them as the children 
realized that it first collected the water in itself and then discharged 
it when enough water had accumulated, as in the case of a 
sponge. In addition to these materials, children are interested in 
anything that happens to a regular tissue paper. Specifically, one 
child held a glass with a tissue paper and “chased” water droplets 
while the other children watched what was happening with the 
tissue paper. Children notice that after a certain amount of water, 
it becomes “too heavy” and therefore the tissue paper bursts. 

Through this activity, the children gained new 
knowledge based on their own experience 
and by reconnecting their previous 
knowledge with new information, they 
reconstructed or upgraded their knowledge 
with new knowledge about certain materials 
(they knew that the tissue was leaking water but 
not breaking). With the tissue experiment, 
some children understood the conservation 
process, that is, the tissue is still a tissue even 
though it is no longer in its original form. 

(Marija,2019) 

Figure 8. Student reflecting on here knowledge of metacognitive abilities, here practicum experience and 
children’s actions (part of student’s reflective diary) 

Curriculum planning was maybe the most straight forward element of this online communication within 
the pedagogical documentation. During the interpretation and reflection on all of the prior elements, 
curriculum planning started to emerge from the child's observed interest, and not the content of teaching. 
Students had the opportunity to reexamine their interventions and to propose an improvement that would 
correspond to the observed child’s/children’s interest (even though they had no new opportunity to 
realize it in kindergarten). It also made it possible for university teacher to assess what kind of support 
an individual student requires in order to fully understand the concept of an open curriculum. 

3.1 Challenges and new knowledge 
Prior to COVID-19 outbreak, students used the ECEC practicum for reaching higher levels of 
competencies and professional development. During that practicum the student does not act in isolation: 
he does not create that context himself and he does not co-construct the curriculum only with the child. 
During the practicum, he is positioned in an already created set of beliefs, values, attitudes, knowledge 
and practices (of in-service ECEC teacher, the kindergarten, the university teachers, the parents, the 
children). It would be virtually impossible for a student to talk of co-construction without the in-service 
ECEC educator, the child/children and other stakeholders. What was observed during the COVID-19 
outbreak and the course of an online Integrated preschool curriculum was the lack of true understanding 
of co-construction from different stakeholders. During COVID-19 outbreak the communication with the 
in-service ECEC mentors was non-existing. Even though there were challenges to this communication 
prior to COVID-19 outbreak, it was certainly a positive way of connecting pre-service and in-service 
ECEC educators and of providing a continuum of professional development for in-service ECEC 
educators. However, meaningful joint reflections were not conducted as forums for critical discussion 
which made itself clear during COVID-19 outbreak. What was noticed was that prior to the COVID-19 
outbreak the in-service ECEC educator usually would practice a one-side assessment of the student, 
and university teacher separately would engage in a joint reflection with the student. But there were no 
critical discussions between all three stakeholders and child/children. The outbreak made it clear that 
this is a very important issue that has to be addressed in the following years. 

Another challenge was the lack of real-time direct interaction. The university teacher was able to 
comment on the student’s diary after the student had finished his one-week long practicum. This lack of 
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interventions and joint reflections in real time made it impossible to notice different implicit moments of 
children’s learning and meaning making [14,16,17] and it remained unrecognized and unsupported. 

The third challenge was the lack of group reflection and the atmosphere necessary for making the 
learning community grounded in trust, belonging and support. Prior to COVID-19 outbreak, students 
could rely on their colleagues for support in their professional development, and not only teachers or 
mentors. During the COVID-19 outbreak that was strongly missing. 

4 CONCLUSIONS 
Even though COVID-19 outbreak caused many disturbances for pre-service ECEC educators’ university 
education concerning practicum, new ways of conducting the mentoring process served as a reflective 
process for university teachers and consequently resulted in new knowledge. An on-line way of 
mentoring students through pedagogical documentation produced new possibilities. First, a more 
individual approach was possible and it was greatly valued. The ratio of 1 student per 1 university 
teacher (pre-COVID it was 3 to 15 students) enabled immersion in a deep learning process with a great 
field of intersubjectivity or shared meaning and experience. The interactions were more meaningful and 
a certain observed problem or situation could be analyzed in more depth. If we have students 
participating in meaningful situations this can develop a positive image of themselves as professionals 
[18] and it should be preserved and developed further. The second was the time - the time was used 
more flexibly and it was in a continuum. Both the student and the university teacher had more time to 
interpret and to reflect on the experience since their meetings were not scheduled (sometimes the 
student would write his comments in the evenings or in the early morning depending on his available 
time). That allowed more time to deeply contemplate the situation that was being interpreted or reflected 
upon. Third, the ICT served as a new platform of communication. It assured an open two-way 
communication and it enabled both the student and university teacher to easily follow and build on 
previous interventions, flow of thoughts or different levels of understanding the process. Fourth, the on-
line diaries and the written reflections on it through comments both from student and the university 
mentor serves as a proof of lived experience and of the process of development. Implementation with 
similar characteristics is already taking place in the course of Integrated preschool curriculum.  

This report should not be seen as a new model of mentoring. However, even though this form of 
mentoring during practicum cannot replace direct mentoring in kindergarten, it did point to overly 
neglected aspects of pre-service ECEC education as well as denounced its current weaknesses in the 
context of quality and professionalization. Through the presentation of current issues, the possible space 
for the development of university programs was identified. 
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