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Abstract

An element in improving quality in early childhood education is the professional development 
of educators working with children. This study aimed to analyze the needs, challenges, and 
opportunities of educators their professional development, based on their experiences and 
perceptions. The study employed a mixed-methods approach. Quantitative data were collected 
through a questionnaire and analyzed using descriptive statistics, while qualitative data were 
gathered through semi-structured interviews and analyzed using reflexive thematic analysis 
Braun & Clarke (2021). 
	 The results indicate that educators consider professional development a factor for 
improving practices, yet they express a need for training in specific areas of their work. 
The qualitative analysis highlights challenges related to access to training, institutional 
conditions, support for professional growth, and the need for structured policies and 
mechanisms for continuous professional development. The findings offer implications 
for early childhood education policies and professional development programs at this 
educational level. 
Keywords: Contemporary challenges, preschool educators, professional development, 
professional needs

Preschool education constitutes 
a critical stage in children’s cognitive, 
emotional, and social development, 
influencing their future educational 

experiences and long-term life outcomes. In 
this regard, the role of the preschool educator 
is very important, considering that the 
quality of interaction between educators and 
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children, as well as the learning environment, 
depends largely on their professional 
competencies, practices, pedagogical 
preparation, and professional development. 
Studies have demonstrated the importance 
and proven impact of educators’ professional 
development in improving educational 
practices and enhancing the quality of early 
childhood education.

However, in the context of Kosovo, 
preschool educators face various challenges 
related to their professional development 
and the effective implementation of their 
work. Working environments, large numbers 
of children in groups, lack of materials, 
the burden of completing numerous forms 
and documents during work, and frequent 
changes in educational policies and 
documents create difficulties in the daily 
practice of educators. Furthermore, inclusion 
and work with children with special needs 
have increased the need for the development 
of specific competencies and professional 
support, which is often necessary in 
preschool institutions.

In this context, professional 
development cannot be viewed only as an 
individual process of the educator but also as 
an institutional and systemic responsibility. 
Programs through which educators’ 
professional development is carried out 
should be sustainable, connected to practice, 
and based on educators’ needs. In addition, 
the literature indicates that there is often a 
mismatch between training programs and the 
challenges that educators face in practice.

The study aims to contribute to the 
literature by providing empirical findings 
on the professional development needs of 
preschool educators within an education 
system in transition, such as our country. 
By using a mixed-methods approach, the 
study identifies structural, institutional, 
and contextual factors that influence the 
implementation of training in practice. The 
study contributes by expanding current 
discussions on professionalism and inclusive 
education in early childhood.

Literature Review

The Importance of Professional 
Development in Preschool Education
	 The professional development of 
preschool educators is a key factor that 
directly influences the effectiveness and 

quality of preschool education. Numerous 
studies indicate that the quality of educator–
child interactions, the implementation of 
contemporary approaches, and the creation 
of stimulating learning environments depend 
to a considerable extent on educators’ 
professional preparation and their continuous 
professional development (OECD, 2019). 

According to Elek & Page (2018), an 
analysis of the structures and processes of 
successful training interventions identified 
that in order to bring about changes in 
practice, the quantity and content of training 
must align with the characteristics, abilities, 
and contexts of educators. They further 
confirmed that effective training should 
provide educators with opportunities to apply 
new skills and support them in reflecting on 
their practice and setting self-directed goals.

In an analysis conducted by Schachter 
(2015), which examined changes in the 
practices of educators who participated in 
training, changes in educators’ knowledge 
and changes in children’s learning were 
measured. The results show that there are 
four ways through which educators can 
develop in order for their professional 
development to be effective: professional 
development providers should use multiple 
sources to identify training needs; they 
should include greater diversity in the 
teaching content of professional development 
programs; they should experiment 
with innovative formats for delivering 
professional development; and appropriate 
tools should be created to evaluate educators’ 
professional development in practice.

Professional Needs of Preschool Educators
	 Based on international literature 
supporting the continuous professional 
development of preschool educators, it 
is evident that educators have multiple 
professional needs, both in theoretical aspects 
and practical skills, as well as in institutional 
support. According to Darling-Hammond 
et al. (2017), effective professional 
development programs should be continuous, 
connected to practice, and adapted to the 
context of educational work.

Among the most frequently 
mentioned needs in the literature is the 
preparation of educators to work with 
children with special needs. According to 
Florian and Black-Hawkins (2011), inclusion 
requires specific pedagogical competencies 
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and professional collaboration that are often 
lacking in preschool institutions. Likewise, 
Ainscow (2020), in his study, highlights that 
educators feel insecure and unsupported 
when the groups of children with whom they 
work include children with special needs, 
especially when there is a lack of special 
educators or adequate training.

In addition, the literature emphasizes 
the importance of developing the practical 
and reflective competencies of educators. 
Theoretical preparation alone is not 
sufficient to address the complex situations 
encountered in everyday practice (Schon, 
1983). In this regard, it can be emphasized 
that educators need training that helps 
them reflect on their daily practices, adapt 
methodologies, and continuously improve 
educational work with children.

Institutional and Organizational 
Challenges in Professional Development
	 International literature largely 
focuses on 	 institutional barriers that 
limit effective professional development. 
The study by Cadima et al. (2025) indicates 
that although professional development 
is an important factor in the professional 
growth of preschool educators, there are 
many challenges and barriers to participation, 
effectiveness, and the improvement of 
practices. Educators emphasized that 
institutions take limited initiatives to release 
educators from work responsibilities during 
training. These barriers include a lack of 
time, restrictions in working schedules, long-
distance travel to attend training, variations 
between regions, and regulations and policies 
that support professional development.

Another challenge is the lack of 
stability in curricula and methodologies. 
Fullan (2015), argues that frequent changes 
in education without proper and adequate 
professional support create uncertainty and 
resistance among educators. At this level of 
education, when uncertainty exists, it directly 
affects the quality of educators’ experiences 
with children and the implementation of 
curricula.

Collaboration with Parents and 
Professional Development of Educators
	 Collaboration with parents is 
an important component of the work of 
educators who work with preschool children. 
The literature highlights that positive 

educator–parent relationships contribute to 
children’s emotional well-being and their 
developmental achievements (Epstein, 
2018). Meanwhile, the lack of effective 
communication and unrealistic expectations 
from parents sometimes create tensions that 
negatively affect educational work.

In training programs that also involve 
parents, research has identified effective 
strategies for improving cooperation 
and reducing cases of conflict (Hornby 
& Lafaele, 2011). The professional 
development of educators should be viewed 
in a holistic way, taking into account the 
dimension of collaboration with parents and 
the community.

Professional Motivation and Institutional 
Evaluation
	 Professional motivation is closely 
related to institutional recognition and 
the conditions in which educators carry 
out their work. Studies show that when 
appropriate recognition is lacking, both 
financially and professionally, it negatively 
affects the motivation and engagement of 
educators (Day & Gu, 2010). At this level 
of education, where professional demands 
are high, institutional support, recognition, 
and appreciation of the role of educators 
are important for maintaining the quality of 
work.

Research Purpose and Research Questions

Purpose of the Research
	 The study aims to describe and 
analyze the professional development needs 
of preschool educators and to examine 
the challenges and opportunities they face 
in developing professionally, as well as 
the impact of training and requalification 
programs on their daily practice when 
working with children.

Furthermore, the study seeks to 
identify the factors that facilitate and hinder 
their professional development and their 
effective involvement in providing quality 
and inclusive education.

Research Questions
1.	 What are the most significant professional 

development needs of educators in their 
educational work with children?

2.	 What are the main challenges that 
educators face during training and in 
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implementing training in practice?
3.	 How are the knowledge and skills 

acquired in training applied in the daily 
classroom practice of educators?

4.	 What factors influence the effective 
implementation of educators’ professional 
development in preschool institutions?

Methodology

Research Design
	 The study follows a descriptive–
analytical design with an exploratory and 
interpretative approach, characterized by a 
mixed-method (quantitative and qualitative) 
methodology. Through the quantitative 
approach, data were collected using a 
questionnaire on educators’ perceptions, 
while the qualitative approach enabled an 
in-depth exploration of their challenges 

and needs in the practice of early childhood 
education.  The data were verified twice 
during the coding and statistical processing 
stages in order to increase the reliability of 
the data analysis.

Research Sample
	 The quantitative component 
of the study consists of 150 educators 
working in preschool institutions across 
six municipalities in Kosovo. Participants 
were selected using a purposive sampling 
method, aiming to include educators with 
different levels of professional experience 
and qualifications. The demographic and 
professional characteristics of the participants 
are presented in Table 1. The educators 
included in the study worked with children 
aged 3–4, 4–5, and 5–6 years.

Table 1.  
Demographic and Professional Characteristics of the Participants (N = 150)

Category n % 
Age   
21–30 years 22 14.7 
31–40 years 75 50.0 
41–50 years 38 25.3 
51+ years 15 10.0 
Professional qualification n % 
Higher Pedagogical School 55 36.7 
Requalification Program (in-service) 40 26.7 
Faculty of Education – Preschool Program 55 36.7 
Work experience n % 
1–5 years 34 22.7 
6–10 years 40 28.7 
11–15 years 32 21.3 
16–20 years 26 17.3 
More than 20 years 18 12.0 

 
Meanwhile, for the qualitative 

component of the study, a purposive sample 
was used, consisting of 15 educators with 
more than three years of work experience 
in preschool institutions. The selection of 
this sample was based on the assumption 
that professional experience would enable 
participants to provide deeper descriptions 
and reflections regarding their needs, 
challenges, and practices in working with 
children. Data were collected through semi-
structured interviews.

Instruments For Data Collection
In this study, two research 

instruments were used for data collection, 
in accordance with the mixed-methods 
approach: a questionnaire and a semi-
structured interview. 

The questionnaire used in this study 
was developed by the researcher, based 
on professional experience at this level of 
education and relevant literature on the 
professional development of educators 
in the context of Kosovo. In addition, the 
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questionnaire was reviewed by a group 
of field experts. To ensure the clarity and 
comprehensibility of the instrument, it 
was piloted with five educators, and minor 
improvements and rewordings were made to 
some questions. The questionnaire consists 
of two main parts: the demographic and 
professional data of the participants, and 
questions related to participation in trainings, 
their evaluation, and the application of 
knowledge gained from trainings in practice 
and in daily work with children.

The questionnaire is suitable for 
measuring educators’ perceptions regarding 
professional development and participation 
in trainings; however, its results may be 
influenced by participants’ subjective 
perceptions. For this reason, the findings 
are interpreted as perceptions rather 
than objective behaviors in practice. The 
questionnaire included Likert-type frequency 
questions, with response options ranging 
from “never” to “regularly,” depending on 
the nature of the question. The instrument 
was used to identify educators’ perceptions 
of their participation in trainings, the 
benefits of trainings, and their application 
in practice. Since the instrument was 
specifically developed for this study and has 
not undergone full psychometric validation 
procedures, the results are interpreted 
within the context of the study and reflect 
participants’ perceptions.

Semi-structured interviews were 
used to collect qualitative data. They 
were conducted individually with 15 
educators, with the aim of gaining a 
deeper understanding of their experiences, 
challenges, and needs related to professional 
development. The interview questions were 
designed in line with the study objectives, 
covering the following areas: institutional 
and infrastructural challenges, organization 
of work with children, organization of 
work with children with special needs, and 
motivation for professional development. 
They were conducted face-to-face with the 
participants and lasted approximately 40 
minutes each. They were also audio-recorded 
with the participants’ consent.

Data Collection Procedures
	 According to the mixed-methods 
design, data were collected in two phases: 
the quantitative phase and the qualitative 
phase. In the quantitative phase, printed 

questionnaires were distributed in selected 
preschool institutions. Participants’ 
anonymity was ensured, participation was 
voluntary, and the questionnaires were 
completed individually by the educators. 

In the qualitative phase, semi-
structured interviews were conducted with 
15 educators. The interviews were carried 
out face-to-face in quiet environments 
within preschool institutions and lasted 
approximately 40 minutes. With the 
participants’ consent, the interviews were 
audio-recorded, and additional field notes 
were also taken. The interviews were then 
transcribed for further analysis. 

The main interview questions 
were aligned with the study objectives, 
covering: educators’ needs for professional 
development, institutional and infrastructural 
challenges, experiences in training 
programs, work with children with 
special needs, and motivation for ongoing 
professional development. The qualitative 
findings complemented and deepened 
the interpretation of the quantitative 
results, providing a more comprehensive 
understanding of educators’ experiences and 
professional development needs.

Data Analysis Procedures	
	 The data collected through the 
questionnaire were coded and processed, 
focusing on descriptive statistics, 
including frequencies and percentages, 
distribution according to educators’ age 
and qualifications, as well as comparisons 
between different demographic categories. 
The results are presented in graphical form 
to illustrate the professional profile of 
educators, their requalification experiences, 
engagement in training, and further 
professional development needs.

The questionnaire was designed 
using a Likert scale (1–5). For the purpose 
of descriptive analysis and graphical 
presentation, some categories were 
analytically grouped in a reasonable manner 
in order to simplify the interpretation of 
results within the graphs and to increase their 
visual clarity.

Qualitative data from the interviews 
were transcribed and analyzed through 
thematic analysis following Braun & 
Clarke (2021). This process included 
repeated reading of the transcripts, coding 
of meaningful units, grouping of codes into 
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categories, and identification of themes. 
These themes were then organized into six 
dimensions: infrastructure and structural 
conditions, institutional organization, 
methodologies and content used, work with 
children with special needs, collaboration 
with parents, and professional motivation. 
Through this approach, the main challenges 
and needs of educators for professional 
development were identified in a systematic 
and well-argued manner.

 

Results 

	 The research findings are organized 
into two parts: quantitative analysis and 
qualitative analysis. Descriptive results are 
presented first and relate to the demographic 
and professional profile of educators, their 
requalification and engagement in training, 
while the results of the thematic analysis 
present the identification of educators’ 
challenges and needs for professional 
development and work in preschool 
institutions.

Figure 1.  
Participation in Training and Its Perceived Benefits

 

84%

16%

80%

20%

0 10 20 30 40 50 60 70 80 90

Regular participation in training

Occasional participation in training

Training very helpful

Training slightly helpful

Note: The responses are based on a frequency-type Likert 
scale (never, rarely, sometimes, often, regularly), grouped 
for the purposes of descriptive analysis

The results indicate that educators 
demonstrate a high level of engagement in 
professional development. Approximately 
84% of educators report that they regularly 
participate in the trainings offered, while only 
16% report participating only occasionally. 
These findings indicate a relatively stable 
level of participation in professional 
development within preschool education.

Regarding the usefulness of 
participating in training, 80% of educators 
reported that training is very useful, while 
20% considered it to be less useful. These 

results indicate a generally positive attitude 
toward the content of training programs, 
although there remains a segment of 
educators who report that training does not 
have a strong impact and is not particularly 
beneficial.

These quantitative results indicate 
a positive attitude toward professional 
development, which is also supported by 
the qualitative findings that emphasize the 
importance of training in addressing daily 
challenges in educational practice.
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	 The findings show a positive but 
not entirely consistent tendency toward 

the practical application of knowledge 
gained through training. Approximately 

Figure 2.  
 Perceptions of Training: Necessary or Welcome

 

46%

54%

42 44 46 48 50 52 54 56

Training is welcome

Training is essential

Note: Responses were grouped into two categories: “Training is 
necessary” and “Training is welcome but not necessary”, based on the 
original Likert-type scale.

In evaluating the role of training, 
54% of educators consider training to be 
necessary, while 46% view training as 
welcome but not essential. The results 
indicate that more than half of the 
participants perceive training not merely as 
an additional opportunity for professional 
development but as an essential requirement 
for fulfilling their professional role 
effectively in working with children.

At the same time, the relatively 
small difference between the two categories 
suggests that although there is consensus 
regarding the importance of training, a 
portion of educators still perceive it as 

beneficial but not strictly necessary for 
delivering quality educational work with 
children. This result may be interpreted as 
an indication that the complexity of work in 
preschool institutions has increased and that 
the demands for professional updating of 
educational staff have also grown.

The findings on educators’ 
perceptions of training as necessary or 
welcome are also supported by the qualitative 
data, which indicate that educators view 
training as an important component in 
addressing the increasing demands of the 
profession.

 

Figure 3.  
Application of Experiences Gained in Training

 

80%

8%

12%

0 10 20 30 40 50 60 70 80 90

Will apply in practice

Good experience but will not apply

Difficult to apply

Note: The data present educators’ perceptions of the application of knowledge 
gained from trainings, grouped into three categories. The categories were grouped 
for analytical clarity and to facilitate the interpretation of frequency distributions.
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80% of educators stated that they intend 
to apply the experiences gained in training 
to their practice, suggesting a high level of 
willingness to transfer acquired knowledge.

However, 12% report that the 
experiences gained during training are 
difficult to implement in practice, while 8% 
consider them valuable experiences but do 
not apply them in their daily work. These two 
categories, representing 20% of the sample, 
indicate that barriers exist in the successful 
transformation of knowledge from the 
training context into real classroom practice. 
The gap between positive attitudes toward 
training and the practical implementation 
of the acquired knowledge represents an 
important indicator for further analysis.

While the quantitative data indicate 
that the majority of educators are willing 
to apply in practice the knowledge gained 
through training, the interviews emphasize 
that this process is not always easy in 
practice. Specifically, they show that the 
application of training-acquired knowledge 
is constrained by structural and institutional 
factors, such as a lack of didactic materials, 
limited space, and insufficient professional 
support. These conditions help explain the 
gap identified in the quantitative analysis 
between positive attitudes toward training 
and its actual implementation in practice.

The qualitative findings of the 
study contribute to a more comprehensive 
interpretation of the quantitative results. 
Based on the reflexive thematic analysis 
approach of  Braun & Clarke (2021), the 
interview data were analyzed through initial 
coding and the identification of meaningful 
patterns, leading to the development of 
themes that reflect educators’ experiences 
and perceptions of professional development, 
as well as contemporary challenges in 
institutionalized preschool education.

Professional Development as a Response to 
the Need for Specific Competencies
	 One of the most frequently emerging 
themes was the need for training related to 
working with children with special needs. 
Educators emphasize this as a priority in their 
professional development, linking it to the 
increasing number of children with special 
needs in preschool institutions.

In relation to this, several educators 
stated that they have also attended paid 
training programs in order to gain additional 

knowledge about working with children with 
special needs. Among all educators, training 
in this field emerged as the most demanded.

Institutional Inequality in Access to 
Professional Development
	 Interview results highlight an 
important issue related to professional 
development, namely the unequal 
inclusion of educators in different forms 
of professional development. A larger 
number of educators reported benefiting 
from training programs offered by the 
Ministry of Education, Science, Technology 
and Innovation, as well as by various 
organizations that provide training. However, 
a smaller number of educators indicated that 
they are not offered such opportunities, or 
that they have limited access to training and 
lack the possibility of receiving certification 
through accredited training programs.

These limitations were expressed 
more frequently by educators working 
in private preschool institutions. Such 
conditions may influence the quality of 
pedagogical practice and create inequalities 
in educators’ opportunities for professional 
development.

Structural Conditions Limiting 
Professionalism
	 Several needs were identified that 
extend beyond training itself but significantly 
affect the implementation of professional 
practices. Educators highlighted the lack of 
didactic materials, limited and insufficient 
space in relation to the large number of 
children in groups, the absence of appropriate 
outdoor environments in preschool 
institutions, and insufficient collaboration and 
exchange of experiences among educators.

These conditions highlight the 
importance of developing professional 
competencies within a structural context 
that often limits educators’ opportunities 
and potential. Although educators consider 
training beneficial, they report difficulties in 
applying the acquired knowledge in practice.

 
Discussion 

	 The results of the study provide an 
integrated reflection on the professional 
development of preschool educators, 
highlighting the interconnection between 
individual engagement, institutional support, 
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and working conditions.
Demographic findings show a 

heterogeneous structure of educators’ 
qualifications, reflecting different phases 
of educational system reforms. Traditional 
forms of preparation dominate among 
older age groups, while younger educators 
are increasingly represented by university 
graduates. This suggests gradual professional 
progress toward academic advancement. 
In other words, the professionalization of 
preschool education appears to be developing 
but has not yet reached full standardization. 
Differences in preparation may also influence 
pedagogical approaches and the need for 
continuous professional development.

Quantitative results revealed a high 
level of educator participation in training 
and a positive perception of the necessity 
of training for the effective performance of 
their work. These findings align with the 
OECD report (2019), which emphasizes that 
pedagogical effectiveness and the quality 
of educator–child interactions depend on 
educators’ preparation and continuous 
professional development.

However, analysis of the practical 
implementation of knowledge gained in 
training reveals a noticeable gap, with 20% 
of educators reporting difficulties in applying 
the acquired knowledge. This implementation 
gap is also highlighted in the qualitative 
findings, where educators emphasize the 
lack of institutional support following 
training. These results are consistent with 
the arguments of Elek & Page (2018), who 
emphasize that training is effective when 
it is adapted to the context and includes 
continuous reflection on practice.

Similarly, these findings align with 
the perspective of Schon (1983), who argues 
that professionalism develops through 
reflective practice rather than solely through 
theoretical learning. The findings of this 
study suggest that professional development 
should be understood as a continuous 
process supported by systemic structures and 
adequate working conditions, rather than 
merely the provision of training programs. 
Training alone does not automatically 
guarantee changes or transformations in 
professional practice.

One of the most consistent findings 
is the priority educators assign to training 
related to working with children with special 
needs. This is supported by the arguments 

of Florian and Black-Hawkins (2011), who 
emphasize that inclusive education requires 
specific pedagogical competencies and 
close professional collaboration. Similarly, 
Ainscow (2020) highlights that educators 
often feel insecure when facing a lack of 
support in working with these children. The 
study indicates that the number of children 
with special needs in preschool institutions 
is increasing, which also increases the 
complexity and challenges of the educator’s 
professional role in working with these 
children.

Another critical aspect emerging 
from the thematic analysis is unequal access 
to professional development. Educators 
working in public preschool institutions 
report greater support for participation and 
certification in training programs, whereas 
educators in private institutions report 
limitations in accessing training opportunities 
and certification.

Results also indicate that educators’ 
motivation for professional development and 
the effectiveness of training are influenced by 
the lack of materials, space, and institutional 
support. According to Day & Gu (2010), 
professional motivation is closely linked 
to institutional recognition and working 
conditions. These findings suggest that 
such limitations directly affect educators’ 
motivation and create practical difficulties in 
successfully implementing their professional 
roles.

Conclusions 

	 This study analyzed the professional 
development of preschool educators within 
the institutional context by integrating both 
quantitative and qualitative data to identify 
contemporary needs and challenges.

The results highlight that educators 
demonstrate a high level of professional 
engagement and maintain positive attitudes 
toward training. However, professional 
development does not appear to be a linear 
process that automatically transforms 
pedagogical practice. A significant gap exists 
between participation in training and the full 
implementation of acquired knowledge in 
practice, influenced by various structural and 
organizational factors.  
The study also indicates that competencies 
related to inclusive education represent a 
major professional priority, reflecting the 
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increasing complexity and transformation of 
the educator’s role in contemporary contexts. 
Furthermore, differences between public and 
private institutions in relation to professional 
development reveal systemic inequalities that 
may affect the quality and standardization of 
preschool education.

The results further demonstrate 
that educator professionalism is closely 
connected to structural working conditions. 
The lack of didactic materials, limited 
space, and insufficient institutional support 
directly affect the implementation of acquired 
competencies.

Limitations of the Study 

	 Despite the contributions of 
this study, several limitations should be 
acknowledged. The study is based on a 
purposive sample of preschool educators 
from several municipalities, which does 
not allow the findings to be generalized at 
the national level. However, the sampling 
strategy, which included educators of 
different ages and qualifications, ensured 
diversity and strengthened the contextual 
relevance of the findings.

Quantitative data were primarily 
analyzed using descriptive statistics, 
consistent with the exploratory nature of 
the study. This approach provided a clear 
overview of educators’ experiences. Future 
research could incorporate inferential 
statistical techniques to further analyze 
relationships between variables.

Additionally, part of the data relies 
on self-reported responses, which may 
be influenced by subjective perceptions. 
Nevertheless, the integration of interviews 
ensured methodological triangulation, 
thereby increasing the reliability and depth of 
the findings.
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